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Four Play 


The fourth version of the legendary Civilization 
series isn't the same game you've been playing 
all of these years. Is it better or worse? Here are 
two takes on Civilization IV. 

By Steve Bauman and Tom Chick 


Alt.Games 


The New Strategy Renaissance: Do you mourn 
the death of old-school strategy games? 
Innovative boardgames are poised to move into 
the online arena and bring back the glory days. 
By Bruce Geryk 


Back to the Board: Boardgaming returns... with 
a little help from its old-time nemesis, the com- 
puter game. By Brett Todd 


Handy Games: Looking for some mobile old- 
school action? Who needs a PSP or Gameboy 
when your cell phone is coming into its own as 
a game machine? We pick some of the top 
games. By Damon Brown 


Tekken it to the PC 


They're giants in the console market, now 
Namco wants a piece of the PC action with 
MageKnight: Apocalypse and Warhammer: Mark 
of Chaos. By Robert Coffey 


Beware of the Plague 


Game advertising goes dark: Viral advertising is 
taking the game industry by storm. Is it an in- 
sidious and cynical ploy to get your attention 
and cash, or fun little participatory games for 
players? Maybe it's both. By David Cotriss 


Big in Korea 


The land of the PC bang exports another MMO 
in the form of RF Online. By Steve Bauman 


They Said It 
Couldn't Be Done 


You're a PC gamer, that's a given. You own a 
console, but they say certain genres can't be 
done with a gamepad and a TV. Here are some 
exceptions. By Tom Chick 
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at Watch the Movies 


4 This month, check out the extended gameplay 

s footage from Call of Duty 2—it's all direct from a play 
session, with no rendered cutscenes. (We would have 
had the playable demo, but it's over 600MB. This 
brings up the DVD vs. CD issue again.) There's also a 
movie trailer for The Movies (which seems appropri- 
ate), one for Enemy Territory: Quake Wars, and another 
for the upcoming MMO RF Online. And if you're actu- 
ally interested in playing something instead of just 
watching, we have the playable demo of Serious Sam 
ЇЇ. It's very, very serious. Seriously. 
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DICTATE POLICY THAT WILL HAVE 
THE ENTIRE U.S. SEEING RED. 


OVERHAULED INTERFACE: RIS style, intuitive interface allows you to manipulate units 
and cities with greater control and faster speed. 


3D LIVING WORLD: Detailed environment where animals roam and smoke billows from small 
huts, set in a vibrant and colorful world. 


NEW FEATURES: Introducing religion, Holy Cities, missionaries, Great People, variable scale 
games and loads of new civic options: Imagine a communist regime with freedom of the press — or a 
republic without it. 


A MODDER'S DREAM: An unprecedented level of modding power including: Worldbuilder 
editor, XML, Python Scripting Language, and coming soon: The Civilization IV SDK — mod the A.I., create 
your own models & interface and transform the gameplay to meet your vision. 


MULTIPLAYER: Built from the ground up with dramatic improvements: Era starts, variable 
game speeds, hot join, team play and a bevy of connectivity options: LAN, internet, PBEM, hot seat 
and more. 
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In a war for Earth's Survival, against an unrelenting 


enemy - the only way to defeat them, is to become 
one of them. 


Ө) Battle outdoors using tanks апа walkers 


Ө) Fight with the support of an elite squad 


Q Annihilate the alien enemy with an arsenal of 
hi-tech weaponry 


Q Compete online in fast action, arena-style multiplayer 
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Reviewing reviews of review policies 


1 


® eviews are easy. You open up the box, play 
МЕ the game for however many hours, take a 
few notes, mull over it a bit, play it some 

more, write up the pros and cons, add in a few 
clichés ("The fast and furious gameplay delivers a 
rollercoaster ride of thrills and chills”), and give it 
an arbitrary rating that makes the text irrelevant. 
Four stars. 

But what if the version you're reviewing isn't the 
same as the one your readers will buy or skip. 
based on your recommendation? What if you're 
playing the game on someone else's machine, in 
someone else's office, in a compressed two-day 
play session? Do you think these types of scenarios 
impact your review? 

The logistics of reviewing PC games are getting 
weirder. Some game companies are warier about 
sending out early copies than they used to be so 
they're offering to fly you to their office for a cou- 
ple of days in order to “review” the game. That's 
weird. Others send early builds that are dubbed 
“reviewable, even though they're clearly unfin- 
ished and incomplete. That's also weird. 

With reviews, we've already resigned ourselves 
to lose on timeliness when it comes to websites. 
But passing up these types of opportunities de- 
scribed above puts us at a competitive disadvan- 
tage. We've always taken a strong "we only review 
finals" stand in the past, but it's time to revisit and 
revise that policy. We will consider reviewing any 
version of a game deemed reviewable by its pub- 
lisher or developer on a case-by-case basis. If we 
have any issues with the review—the state of the 
game, or the environment, or any conditions im- 
posed by the-publisher—we'll take a pass until the 
"final" final. 

More importantly, any conditions that make our 
review different from your own experience when 
you open the box will be disclosed in the text. In 
addition, we'll do a follow-up if there are signifi- 
cant changes between our version and the one 
that appears on shelves, particularly if it changes 
any of the conclusions or ratings. 

As noted above, we won't do this for all prod- 
ucts. For example, we had the opportunity to get a 
review of Quake IV in this issue. One of our writers 
went to Activsion's offices, blasted through most of 
the single-player game in a day, tried some multi- 


UPFRONT 


by Steve Bauman 


player, and was ready to write the article. But he | 
experienced some crashes while playing, which | 
Activision reps attributed to an overheating ma- | 
chine. That's a credible reason, and neither id nor | 
Raven Software (the game's developer) has a repu- | 
tation for crash-happy games. It's unlikely that the 
final version will experience the same issues. 

However, we felt a bit uncomfortable with the 
game's status—right as we went to press, а full two | 
weeks after that review, Activision finally an- | 
nounced that it was officially finished— so we de- 
cided to take a pass on the review this month. 
Additionally, we received "reviewable" builds of the 
Dawn of War and Rome: Total Wars expansions dur- | 
ing the month, but both versions had so many 
caveats (missing features and glitches that we 
were assured would be addressed in the final ver- 
sions) that we had to take a pass until the boxed 
versions were available. 

Which leads us to Civilization IV. It was close. We 
had multiple versions of the game over a three- | 
week period; we even saw a complete interface 
overhaul in that time (let's just say, the one in ear- 
lier versions was fugly). The core gameplay—Al, 
game modes, balance, etc.—never changed, and 
was considered reviewable. But we didn't feel | 
10096 comfortable with giving it an "official" review, 
so there's no rating or final "buy or not buy" recom- 
mendation in our review on page 48. It's some- 
thing of an arbitrary difference, considering the 
amount of evaluation in the article and our obvi- 
ous enthusiasm for the game, but an important 
one. We take issues like these seriously, and based 
on your feedback, so do you. If you didn't take 
games seriously, you wouldn't be reading this 
magazine. 

Which brings us back to our reviews. Since the 
majority of game sales occur in a game's first few 
weeks, our ability to directly influence sales is lim- 
ited. We realize our reviews aren't always used as 
buyer's guides for readers because most are pub- 
lished well after a game appears on store shelves. So, 
to compensate for timeliness we've always strived 
for accuracy and honesty, which is how we feel the | 
reviews best connect with you. We believe this 
change in policy, only when combined with full dis- 
closure, supports that goal. As always, we welcome 
your feedback at editor@cgonline.com. 
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Okay, | know you don't have a cover con- 
test, but | couldn't resist: 
^| don't care if he is tall, dark, and hand- 
some, | told ye if ye fooled around, уей be 
gettin a shotgun weddin. And | made the 
shotgun meself. Now smile for the camera!" 
Allan Graves 


l've been a PC gamer ever since Atari made 
PCs, and over the last year l've had to give 
up running the minimum requirements 
race and break down and buy a console. 
The fact that you can buy an entire gaming 
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system for the price of a two-year-old 
graphics card boggles my mind. 

Even worse is watching G4 put together 
“The Ultimate Gaming Machine" at a price 
tag of $7,000, when the Xbox 360 is going 
to sell for $300 and will outperform that PC. 
Can someone explain this to me? How is 
this happening, and why are people put- 
ting up with it? 

Tony Bullard 


High-end PC videocard prices are such be- 
cause that's what the market is willing to pay. 
Since people typically use their PCs for tasks 
other than gaming and don't include the cost 
of an HDTV in their Xbox 360 "cost of owner- 


Pirate 
Barns Of the 
8218 зад. 


ship," the most fair comparison is videocards 
and consoles. Consoles still win, but the idea 
that you always need to spend some absurd 
amount on PC hardware is mostly driven by 
an irrational need to keep up with the high- 
end Joneses. A two-year old PC in the 2-3GHz 
range with a decent videocard is fine for most 
almost every game on the market today, and 
you can spend about a thousand bucks for a 
pretty high-end machine. And no one will 
think less of you if you have to crank some de- 
tail down from time-to-time, or run at 
1024x768 instead of 1920x1200. -ed 


This is a response to the complaint 
in the October Rebound labeled 
"Four-Word Nudity" by Jon Camp. 

The human breast was designed 
by God for only one purpose: to 
feed a human infant. So, by design, 
God intended every living human 
being to know exactly what a breast 
looks, feels, smells, and tastes like. To 
be offended at the site of a woman's 
breasts goes against the will of God, 
and is therefore blasphemous. 
Furthermore, to be ashamed of the 
human breast is to be ashamed of 
one's own mother and what she sac- 
rificed for the well being of her child. 
This is a transgression of God's fifth 
commandment: "Thou shalt honor 
thy father and mother” 

Be not ashamed of the breast for 
it is the fountain of life, which nour- 
ishes the human race. 

Sincerely, 
MeLikesTheBoobies 


THE OFFICIAL ROME: TOTAL WAR EXPANSION 


` 


е I * Жума ЧАЙ АУ à 
A. A LOU E AM V 
и ANP bî em Г" MA TT е 
DARKÎ ESS vi У 
АЛААХ LOO 141 АЛО,» + 
It 363 AD and the last Emperor of the unified Roman world is dead. His successors now rule a divided 
Empire. Each calls himself supreme ruler and each would happily see the other dead. Beyond the frontiers 


of the sundered realm new enemies are lurking. This will be a sword-time — an age that is arrow-bitten 
and deadly. The Barbarians are at the gates in the official expansion pack for Rome: Total War. 


* A brand new campaign game 


* 10 new playable factions — defend and unite the Eastern and Western Empires, or burn them to the 
ground as one of 10 new factions, including the Huns, Franks, Saxons and Goths 


е 1004 new units = each with their own tactical strengths, weapons and abilities, including Schiltrom 
and Shieldwall formations, swimming and axe-throwing, crossbows and Carroballistae 


* Barbarian Hordes — march your entire people in search of a new homeland 


You were there for Rome's glory. This September you can be there for the Empire's fall. 


Visit www.esrb.org 
for updated ratin [>= тне ў 
P 9 I REATIVE| Requires original Rome: SEGN 
Total War game to run 
www.sega.com 


information. CD-ROM 
Total War, Rome: Total War — Barbarian Invasion Software © 2002 — 2005 The Creative Assembly TM Limited. All Rights Reserved. Total War, Rome: Total War ~ Barbarian Invasion and the Total War logo are trade marks or registered trade marks of The Creative Assembly ТМ. 
Limited in the United Kingdom and/or other counties. SEGA is registered in the US. Patent and Trademark Office. SEGA and the Sega logo are registered trademarks of Sega Corporation. The ratings icon is a trademark of he Entertainment Software Association. 


REBOUND 


A Fond Farewell to the Second Dimension 


By David Mathis 


thing I'd only done once before in my life: | bought a console 

that had yet to be established. (The first time | did this, it was a 
machine called the SNES.) 

| was at Pearl Harbor оп а liberty port. My buddies and | had 
been getting loaded and planting bastard children for about 
four days, and it was time to establish a more permanent way to 
remember the trip. So my friend Jesse and | went to two malls, 
two superstores, three music stores, and the colossal Navy 
Exchange to find a PSP. Nothing. | followed a stream of others 


| t was a Saturday a few months ago, and | decided to do some- 


"Like an old girlfriend, my GBA was there for 
me. She never asked where | was and didn't 
care. Had she known, ! wouldn't have been 
able to look her in the eye for a month.’ 


looking for the same, and we were all greeted with store policy 
smiles and sent away with a dismissal. It was sold out all over 
the island. 

I was smashed (the bad kind). | retreated to the red gloom of 
my rack. Once there, | pulled out my GBA. Like an old girlfriend, 
she was there for me. She never asked where | was and didn't 
care. Had she known, | wouldn't have been able to look her in 
the eye for a month. We played Final Fantasy Tactics well past 
taps. | woke up and played till | couldn't bear it anymore and got 
down from my rack and hit up the head. | didn't want to do any- 
thing at all that day but sulk and take comfort in my old girl, but 
Jesse stopped me at the door. 

"There you are, man! | thought you had already taken off.” 

“Nah, just woke up.’ That was a Пе; | had been playing for some 
time in my rack. 
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“Well, guess what? | went down to Wal-mart this morning and 
you'll never guess what they had there.’ 

Suddenly my GBA was the furthest thing from my mind. In 
seconds, we were off. Jesse tried to calm me down and assure 
me that there were plenty of them left, but after the previous 
day's adventure, | wasn't taking any chances. We rushed at a near 
sprint until | came to my Mecca. Three PSPs had been freshly laid 
out behind some glass. It wasn't over yet. | still needed the sales- 
person to open the case. | found one who was grabbing some 
games for another person buying a PSP and wedged myself be- 
tween him and another guy who'd just shown up to buy 
one. When the salesperson was done with the first guy, he 
told me someone else was before me and looked around. 

“Oh, well. | don't know where he went. What can | do 
for you, sir?" 

In the calmest voice | could fake, | said, 
one of the PSPs, please” 

He exhaled through his nose as if to snicker and went 
to the case, shaking his head. After the gratification of fi- 
nally holding my prize had fizzled, | proclaimed, “I'll take 
it!” in victory. 

| didn't even make it out of the store before setting the 
box down on some lawn furniture to open it. There is 
something beautiful about opening a new console, one 
that's as stimulating as any drug. You either know or don't 
know what I'm talking about, and if you don't, | could 
never convey it to you in words. The PSP still held a 
charge from the factory. Sheer bliss. | sat there fiddling 
with Twisted Metal, gawking at the 3D capabilities of such 
a small system. 

Eventually Jesse coaxed me back to a life beyond that 
6.5% x2.3-inch inch world. We walked around, did some 
more shopping, and ate, all the while pausing to satisfy 
the curiosity of curious onlookers of this sleek thing that | 
had in my hands. It was instant popularity. | even played a little 
ata bar, and the girl behind the counter asked to see. | was very 
happy with my purchase. 

| went back to the ship and placed my new girl next to my 
old one. It was then that a great sadness came over me. | real- 
ized that this was the beginning of the end of 2D gaming; that 
the GBA was in fact the last of its kind. At that moment, some- 
thing inside me almost died, a part of my childhood l've always 
cherished. 

"Come here, old girl,’ said to the GBA, and we fell asleep play- 
ing Final Fantasy Tactics. 
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Do you have something to say? So say it! Send all topics and/or completed 
articles of no more than 800 words to editor@cgonline.com. Articles may 
be edited for space, or because we want to justify our existence by 
chopping your piece into little bits. 


You with Sound Blaster X-Fi 
Them with Motherboard Audio 


Them ... PWNED! 


Motherboard audio just doesn't measure up. Sound Blaster X-Fi" delivers the power ofan advanced 
CPU dedicated solely to audio, providing up to 40%" more frames per second while immersing you in 
a sphere of sound with 9 virtual speakers over standard stereo headphones. 


Upgrade your PC audio to Sound Blaster X-Fi for the most thrilling gaming audio ever! 


Hear to Believe 
CREATIVE 


©2005 Creative Technology Ltd. All other brands are trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective holders. * Based on performance testing in Battlefield 2” 
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BY ROBERT COFFEY 
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f you've ever wanted to punch someone in the 

face, whack them with a chain-sword, and juggle 

their near-lifeless body with your feet—but in a so- 
cially responsible, non-prosecutable way—odds are 
you're familiar with Namco, the corporate behemoth 
behind classic console fighting games like the Tekken 
and Soul Calibur series. Not that violence is all Namco 
knows—after all, this is also the company that 
brought you the rolling garbage collecting Zen of the 
Katamari games. 

This is a company capable of handling a broad 
range of things but, incredibly, aside from some clas- 
sic arcade compilation CDs, it was one without a 
meaningful presence on the PC. Namco is suddenly 
serious about PC gaming, securing a couple of nice li- 
censes for its first big products and relying on some- 
thing they know well—socially acceptable non-pros- 
ecutable violence—to make as big an impact as it can 
in 2006. 


MageKnight: Apocalypse will be the 
first to hit the shelves. A tabletop game similar to the 
popular HeroClix franchise (both from WizKids, Inc.), 
MageKnight immediately appealed to Namco. "[It] has а 
lot of different technologies, lots of different races,’ says 
Senior Producer Chris Wren, "Things perfect for an action 
RPG” Impressed by InterServ International's game en- 
gine, Namco signed the developer on to help create a 
game to out-Diablo Diablo. 

"We really want a game that appeals to both the hard- 
core gamer as well as the casual player,’ explains Wren. 
“We want people to be able to dig into the game right 
away.’ With that in mind, MageKnight will start by offering 
you a choice of five playable characters: Amazon, which 
excels at both close and long range combat; Dwarf, which 
is skilled in the use of rifles and explosives; Nightblade, a 
vampiric character with necromancy and stealth abilities; 
Elf, a healer-warrior, like a paladin; and Draconum, a 
dragon race with mage and druid skills. All of the races 
should give you a different play experience, though you'll 
still get to experience the other classes in single-player, 
picking up party members as you progress through the 
story. And you'll need them, as MageKnight is being built 
for non-stop action, with hordes of bad guys assaulting 
you every step of the way. “We want you to tear through a 
lot of creatures in this game’ smirks Wren. “A lot.’ 

To keep you focused on tearing through those mon- 
sters, MageKnight will feature an auto-leveling system to 
take a lot of the guesswork out of character development. 
Not that you won't have input: MageKnight’s skill-based 
system will let you buff the aspects of your character you 
use most. Focus on archery and your agility skill increases, 
cast lots of spells to up your magic score. To allow even 
more input on your character's growth (and to appeal to 
the stat-tweaking hardcore), weapons will contribute to 
developing your skills. “For example,’ explains Wren, “A 
heavy sword might contribute additional strength gain 
per use allowing a melee character to unlock new melee 
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Namco is taking pains to make sure every NEC in 
Mageknight: Apocalypse, like those їп this dwarf family, 
will have something to add t0 the game be it backstory, 
humor, or quests. [right] This necromancer prepares to 
deliver an unholy smackdown tothe bad guys. 


skills faster. This sword might not be the 
most powerful, but it could be the best for 
training certain abilities. | imagine players 
will build up training sets of armor and 
weaponry for specific purposes.” 

Namco knows that multiplayer is crucial 
to MageKnight's success, so it's adding some 
new twists to the mix like dynamic enemy 
scaling, which will adjust the number and 
toughness of enemies on the fly and then 
cough up loot appropriate to the level of. 
every player in a party. “It serves two pur- 
poses,” explains Wren. “It allows players to 
continue to be challenged after beating the 
game, and it allows a party of any size or ex- 
perience level to adventure together, have a 
compelling experience, and get phat lewt” 
Further, loot will be class-specific to take the 
guesswork out of looting. “We want to avoid 
situations where players are fighting over 
loot, and we also want to make sure that an 
adventure is rewarding for all party mem- 
bers,’ he says. “We really dislike the notion 
that you might take down a huge boss and 
only certain party members receive loot. If a 
big item drops, an item of similar value will 
drop for all party members.” 

As if that weren't incentive enough, 
MageKnight will alter portions of the game- 
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world just to keep you playing. "We've de- 
signed many of the levels to have multiple 
entrances/exits so they'll change over time, 
and are even playable backwards,’ says 
Wren."We're planning several optional and 
multiplayer missions which take you into fa- 
miliar regions, but will provide a whole new 
experience in terms of what enemies you 
fight and quests you experience.’ 

Another unique thing you can experi- 


X 


ence is MageKnight's combo system, which 
allows characters to team up for devastat- 
ing attacks. The game should ship with five 
general attacks and five specific. A good ex- 
ample of a generic combo is the 
Cannonball: As long as there's a Dwarf in 
your party they can toss him at a group of 
enemies where he will set off a massive 
load of explosives. Specific combos hinge 
on having two distinct character types, such 
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PLAYERS’ ASSOCIATION. 


as the Dark Sun attack, which requires а 
Nightblade to generate a ball of dark en- 
ergy, and a Dwarf to fire it from his gun. 
Wren expects players to build online parties 
around specific combo attacks. 


For a game that seems so 
basic on the surface, there's a hearty sprawl 
of ambition lurking beneath. Namco' other 
PC title Warhammer: Mark of Chaos wears its 
sprawl on its sleeve with gigantic Total War- 
caliber battles front-and-center. Scheduled 
to ship in time for the 2006 holidays, it uses 
the fantasy Warhammer license, not the 
Warhammer 40,000 license of THO's Dawn of 
War games. The fantasy license puts an en- 
tirely different arsenal at your disposal and 
focuses on large armies clashing as op- 
posed to the squad-based focus of 
Warhammer 40,000. Like MageKnight, there's 
some healthy ambition at work underneath 
the glossy exterior. 

Much of that ambition comes in the form 
of the campaign map with your chosen side 
starting in a capital city then moving out- 
ward into the contested portions of the 
world. This large Risk-style map evolves in 
real time, reflecting troop movement, re- 
Sources, and more. The goal is to create, in 
Wren's words, "a living, breathing war.’ As 
that war grows, objectives will develop, and 
those objectives will give purpose to the 
skirmishes beyond conflict for its own sake. 

“We're planning on having multiple ob- 
jectives per region in the game,’ says Wren. 
"Some may be taking a small force to re- 
cover a powerful weapon from a cursed 
swamp, while others may be to sabotage an 
enemy reinforcement camp. The player 
won't need to complete all objectives 
within a region to be successful, and mak- 
ing choices about which objectives are im- 
portant is one of the game's challenges" 

The objective-based gameplay will also 
relieve you of the tedium of resource man- 
agement by making resources objectives to 
be captured and defended. If you need a 
farm, seize one and hold it. "The actual 
farming will be handled automatically once 
an objective is secured, and each secured 
objective secured will contribute to the 
global resource allocation for the cam- 
paign, says Wren. Back in your capital, these 
resources will be used to build better 
weapons, train better troops, or create new 
types of defenses. 

All those new technologies will be put to. 
use in enormous, hands-on battles on 
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sweeping battlefields with full weather and 
terrain effects. Unlike other RTS games 
where you lasso a bunch of units and throw 
them at another slab of units, you'll need to 
actively command your troops since each 
unit type will have a palette of attacks to 
choose from. "Archers could have up to five 
different ways to shoot,’ says Wren. "While 
melee units can choose between attacking 
the enemy, or making a shield wall and 
pushing to break defenses.” 

Also in the mix are towering champion 
units as powerful as a full battalion that will 
engage opposing champions in one-on- 
one duels. These units add some RPG flavor 
to the RTS play as champions can level up, 
gain mounts, and equip magical weapons. 
When engaged in a duel, the larger battle- 
field action will go on autopilot while you 
use a finer set of tools to manage your 
champion. According to Wren, Champions 
have several unique abilities at their dis- 


Goblins—tike giants, trolls, and 

more—are beholden to none of the 
four playable sides but can be hired, 
as mercenary “Dogs of War 3 


posal, and unlike orders given to a regi- 
ment, the Champion himself will raise his 
shield or swing his magic sword at the com- 
mand of the player. These battles may well 
decide the outcome of a conflict. Should 
you wind up on the losing side of duel don't 
worry—there are plans to allow you to res- 
urrect your fallen heroes after a battle, but 
at great cost. 

With the huge catalog of additional sides 
and units (Mark of Chaos will ship with just 
four playable races, the Skaven, the Elves, 
the Empire, and the hordes of Chaos), Wren 
expects the new PC franchise to be per- 
fectly positioned for expansion packs and 
episodic content releases. In fact, 
MageKnight enjoys the same depth of 
source material and should benefit from 
similar products as well. 

Hmmm... maybe Namco has just been 
waiting for the right cash cows to come 
along before entering the PC market. 
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“One look at Oblivion will shatter your 
onceptions about what is possible in a 


[video game." 
- GamelInformer 


“The biggest title for the 
Xbox 360:7, and the one I’m 


most looking forward to.” 
= GamePro Magazine 


"Oblivion is, at this time, the best-looking 
game I have ever seen in my life.” 
— Xbox.com 


“To call the graphics «amazing 15 
an extraordinary, understatement. 
DICA! = GameSpy 
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Back to the Front 


Combat Mission: Shock Force takes a landmark series in surprising new directions. BY SCOTT OSBORNE 


Developer Battlefront.com Publisher Battlefront.com Release Date Spring 2006 


It's Like: Tactical wargaming in the age of 
terrorism. 

The Buzz: Battlefront.com's Combat 
Mission: Beyond Overlord showed the wis- 
dom of bucking convention. A WWII 
wargame must mean abstractions over ac- 
tion, bland 2D graphics, and a dense inter- 
face, right? Combat Mission changed all 
that. Turn-based planning and riveting 
real-time action were elegantly merged, 
and it played out in vivid 3D. A sleek inter- 
face let even new-to-wargame players leap 
right into the action, yet the game was ex- 
ceptionally deep and sophisticated. Two 
successful follow-ups cemented Combat 
Mission's status as a landmark series. 

Now Battlefront.com is preparing to 
buck its own conventions. After three WWII 
wargames using essentially the same 
game engine, the devel- 

oper/publisher is ready to 

unveil a new engine and 

a new direction for the 

Combat Mission series. Grab 
a map of Syria, be- 
cause in the next 
Combat Mission 
game, you'll be 
heading east 
to fight the 
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war on terror in 2007. 

The first game to make use of 
Battlefront's new CMx2 game engine will 
be Combat Mission: Shock Force. The game's 
setting could be ripped from today's head- 
lines. Terrorist attacks are tied to a Syrian 
group, and when the Syrian government 
tries to hand the culprits over, the govern- 
ment faces a bloody coup. With a UN man- 
date, US troops—specifically the high- 
tech, rapid-deployment Stryker 
Brigades—get the call to restore peace. 

You'll lead a force of roughly reinforced 
company strength against Syrian Army. 
hardliners, militiamen, and terrorist urban 
fighters. In a major shift from the original 
Combat Mission games, Shock Force will 
center on a branching, semi-dynamic cam- 
paign instead of on mostly unrelated bat- 
tles. Mission objectives will be more spe- 
cific this time around, such as seizing a 
particular building within a given time 
frame. Role-playing elements will make an 
appearance, too: your surviving units will 
carry over from mission to mission and 
gain experience and awards. 

You'll lead individual squads, teams, and 
vehicles through a wide variety of terrains, 
like open deserts, wooded hills, humble 
villages, and dense cities, each with its 
own tactical demands. You'll meet those 
demands with the US Army's latest and 
greatest gear, including variants of the cut- 
ting-edge Stryker armored vehicle, 
which can serve as a personnel car- 
rier or a heavy weapons platform, 


"Good leadership and smart thinking 
are what win battles with minimal 
losses. Great weapons are simply 
tools to get things done. If you have 
a bad plan, good tools will not make 

up for it.” -Steve Grammont 


among other roles. You'll get to command 
the familiar M1A2 Abrams and M2 Bradley, 
not to mention infantry armed to the teeth 
with the finest small arms. You'll run up. 
against Soviet-type weaponry found in 
much of the Third World, as well as uncon- 
ventional weapons like improvised explo- 
sive devices. 

You might assume that, with such high- 
tech gear, a US victory over a less well- 
equipped foe is assured. But Lead Designer 
Steve Grammont says this is not the case: 
"Good leadership and smart thinking are 
what win battles with minimal losses. 
Great weapons are simply tools to get 
things done. If you have a bad plan, good 
tools will not make up for it” Shock Force 
will emphasize good leadership by placing 
even more focus on command-and-control 
and situational awareness than previous 
Combat Mission games. Fighting isn't just 
about pulling the trigger, but about meth- 
ods of “getting troops to the right spots at 
the right times.” 

As such, you'll find simulations of the 
latest electronic systems for tracking and 
coordinating troops. Your high-tech war- 
riors won't merely be armed with grenades 
and assault rifles, but with PDAs. You'll 
have the option to use these as the equiv- 
alent of an RTS-style minimap or, more re- 
alistically, as tools that may or may not ac- 
curately present friendly and enemy unit 
positions, depending on a host of factors. 

A big part of Shock Force's potential lies 
in the all-new CMx2 game engine, a modu- 
lar system with the potential to portray a 
wide variety of settings. The new engine 
will boast not merely the hybrid turn- 
based/real-time system Combat Mission is 
known for, but an option for pure real-time 
play. A new system of unit commands will 
allow for greater tactical flexibility. Want a 
tank entering a city to move its turret left 
at one intersection, right at the next, and 
then button up at the next—without hav- 


Contact 
Assault 


[above] Move out! A rifle 
squad deploys in front of 
a Stryker infantry carrier. 
[right] Hit the dirt! Troops 
will fire from prone, 
kneeling, or standing po- 
sitions, and it will take 
time to reload. 


ing to issue a whole 
new set of orders each 
time? No problem. 
Now you'll get to issue 
up to three commands 
per waypoint. 

You'll fight through 
deformable terrain, and urban settings 
will be dramatically more sophisticated 
than before. A scenario designer can cre- 
ate a huge variety of destructible struc- 
tures from basic building blocks, deter- 
mining things like door and window 
placement. These were abstracted in pre- 
vious Combat Mission games but will now 
have a direct effect on unit movement 
and firing. Now you may be able to reach 
one rooftop from another or blow out a 
wall to move from one room to the next. 

Graphics will get a big boost, too. In ad- 
dition to much more detailed terrain, you 
can expect dynamic skies with sun, moon, 
stars, and clouds all moving realistically. 
Polygon counts will get a massive boost: 
about 10,000 now for a vehicle and 4,000 
for a soldier versus 250 10500 in the previ- 
ous Combat Mission games. You'll now be 


able to view the action right from the eyes 
of individual units, for more you-are-there 
immersion than ever. 

Battlefront.com has big plans for the fu- 
ture beyond Combat Mission: Shock Force. 
They're shifting away from the gargan- 
tuan breadth of their earlier games to- 
ward games with an intense focus on nar- 
rower themes. This strategy should let 
them produce a game every eight to 12 
months instead of every few years. What's 
first on the roster after Shock Force? 
Expect a return to WWII, specifically a 
game based on the US experience in 
Normandy. Battlefront.com also plans to 
release modules for their next-generation 
Combat Mission games, adding things like 
new forces, terrain, and scenarios. War 
may be hell, but games like these just 
might put strategy gamers in heaven. @ 


Space 
Empires V 


15 this complex strategy game now 
safe for regular people? 


Developer Malfador Machinations 
Publisher Strategy First Release Date February 2006 


It’s Like: Jaded Alliance 

The Buzz: “| think we're ready to try to 
reach a larger audience,’ says Aaron Hall, the 
man behind the long-running Space Empires 
games. They began as shareware over ten 
years ago and have only been available on- 
line. Space Empires V, the latest version, will 
be published by Strategy First to introduce 
the series to retail stores. 

It might not be an easy fit. Space Empires 
has been the kind of game you avoid if you 
think “spreadsheet” is a dirty word. It's 
steeped in detail and numbers, but without 
the benefit of much artwork or atmosphere. 
It's been a favorite of strategy min/maxers 
and PBEMers who might want to bask in the 
bare math of it all. But these people may be 
surprised to discover a couple of new addi- 
tions: 3D graphics and real-time combat. 

Hall's company, Malfador Machinations, 
made a space combat sim called Star Fury a 
few years ago as a trail balloon to gauge 
whether they could broaden the appeal of 
their series (it was technically called Space 
Empires: Star Fury). “That's where we cut our 
teeth on 3D models and real-time render- 
ing,’ Hall says. “It was folded into Space 
Empires V as the combat engine. It's not 
quite the same. It's not first-person, for in- 
stance. You're looking down on it, a lot like 
an RTS, but you have complete control over 
time. You can pause or change speed. While 
that's going on, you can give orders to your 
ships. You can board other ships. You can 
drop troops on planets. You can execute 
ship functions" 

Considering that the ships are ones you 
meticulously assemble from different com- 
ponents using a detailed grid system, it's a 
big pay-off to be able to enjoy some hands- 
on combat time with your designs. You can 
manually position every ship and fire every 
weapon, or you can turn any given ship 
over to auto-movement and auto-targeting, 
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Grand Avenger. 


Fly your ship around a 3D solar system... but 
come home to a colony with nice 2D artwork. 


in which case you can set the Al to use 
specific strategies. There's also a new 
management system for large groups 
of ships. "We had fleets in Space 
Empires IV, but people wanted that 
fleshed out more,’ Hall says. “So now 
you have task forces in a fleet. Each 
task force can be given its own strate- 
gies. You can give them formations within a 
fleet and even within a task force" 

All this is presented with a 3D engine 
that may not be glamorous, but it does 
what it's supposed to do: provide a visual 
representation of all your hard work. “What 
it comes down to is that we wanted to get 
combat a bit more exciting,’ Hall says. 

There's also a more accommodating 
learning curve in Space Empires V."Experts 
love the games, but to a new player it can 
be a little daunting,’ Hall confesses. "We're 
going to have a detailed tutorial and de- 
tailed rollover help, kind of like Rise of 
Nations where you set different levels of 
help, from either the name of something, to 
the name and a brief description, to the 
name and a complete description.” 

Space Empires has been a popular multi- 
player series, partly for its play-by-email sup- 
port and live Internet connections in which 
players give orders that are simultaneously 
executed. The new diplomacy options will 
allow extra flexibility, especially in multi- 
player games. "Players wanted more control 
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over their treaties. Now you can build your 
own treaty. It's kind of like designing a ship 
in a way. You just add in the different com- 
ponents and you've got a treaty.” 

Probably the most dramatic new diplo- 
matic option is forming alliances with multi- 
ple players to pool resources and collabo- 
rate on strategy. "It's kind of like creating a 
ew government which runs the empires,’ 
all says. “Everything is voted on. You take a 
oll, sort of, to determine elements of the 
liance like taxation, war with the other 
ayers, that kind of thing. It can take a bit 

time to get things done, which is a realis- 
ic detail. We'll have to wait and see what 
ayers think of it” 

One of the ironies of Space Empires V is 
the way the grids for movement have been 
replaced. “We put in hexes to make move- 
ment more even,’ Hall says. Each sector is a 
2D plane of hexes laid over a set of 3D plan- 
ets, nebulae, and ships. But it's got to be the 
first time that a game has actually added 
hexes in order to make itself more palat- 
able to a retail market. -Тот Chick 
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Revisionist History 101 


Digital Reality CDV 
May 2006 


It's Like: C&C General Dynamics 

The Buzz: Ah, World War Il. It's a classic clash 
between good and evil so relentlessly docu- 
mented and exploited in entertainment that 
even the sorriest history student knows the 
basics: After Hitler's assassination, a new 
German leadership redoubles its experimen- 
tal weapons program, leading to its success- 
ful invasion of England, when, in the face of 
a growing Soviet threat, the Germans form 
an uneasy alliance with their enemy, the 
United States of America. Who hasn't seen 
that movie a couple of hundred times? 

Well, if you haven't, CDV is gearing up 
this alternate history RTS for release in mid- 
2006. And not only is War Front a break 
from the official WWII timeline, #5 a break 
from the modus operandi of CDV—instead 
of the more tactical, limited-unit strategy 
gameplay of most CDV titles, this one is 
being built as a classic base-building, tank- 
rushing RTS more in line with a game like 
Command & Conquer: Generals. It's complete 
with, according to PR Director Mario Kroll, 
"an interface that people are going to rec- 
ognize, playability, [and] graphics far supe- 
rior to anything other than maybe Age of 
Empires Ill" 

The game's physics engine will be put- 
ting some of that hardware muscle to use in 
a feature the designers intend to have tacti- 
cal implications. "For example,” says Kroll, “if 
you have two small tanks and they get de- 
stroyed on a bridge, they could actually bar- 
ricade that bridge. So, if you have a small 
vehicle or truck, you're not going to be able 
to do a whole lot against it. But if you have 
huge, heavy tanks you could go through 
there, pushing those out of your way" While 
they haven't yet assigned weight and den- 
sity to game objects, you can see the 
physics engine at work in War Front's dra- 
matic explosions, where units fracture into 
several pieces and scatter realistically, right 
down to blown-off tires that wobble across 
the scorched battlefield. 

"The gameplay is classic RTS—it has the 
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base, tech tree, and gathering resources,’ 
says Producer Elmar Grunenberg. There are 
some twists; for example, one planned fea- 
ture will let you jump into your turret and 
fire at enemies from a first-person mode. 
While you don't get any special bonuses 
doing this, there could be an upside. 
"Normally, the traditional Al priority is the 
first enemy in line-of-sight is attacked,’ says 
Grunenberg. “If your objective is to destroy 
trucks, and the first unit coming is a tank, 
but you're not shooting at trucks because 
the Al is scripted, your advantage could be 
selecting the target you want.’ The whole 
unit-manning feature is something the de- 
signers will continue to toy with as they 


balance the game, which may 
lead to more meaningful ad- 
vantages (and more control- 
lable units). 

And you might well need 
them, because the single- 
player Al is apparently already 
ruthless, having been modeled 
on Grunenberg, a former 
Generals champion. In skir- 
mishes, the А! has gone so far 
as to nuke its own base when it felt it was 
so overrun with enemies that the move 
made some sort of twisted tactical sense. In 
fact, virtual Grunenberg has been spanking 
actual Grunenberg regularly enough that 
making the Al more scaleable is a develop- 
ment priority. 

Still, don't let War Front's evil electronic 
brain trick you into thinking this is some in- 
depth, hugely tactical war simulation with 
an emphasis on selecting proper unit for- 
mations. “We don't want to mess the player 
around with micromanagement,’ says 
Grunenberg. "We want more fire-and-forget 
gameplay" Along those same easy-to-han- 
dle lines, all applicable units will receive up- 


grades, and you'll only have to harvest one 
universal resource. The only bit of marginal 
micromanagement you'll be tasked with is 
deciding which four of your veteran units to 
carry over to the next scenario. Since every 
unit in the game gains experience and thus 
grows more effective, this core group could 
be crucial for success. 

Just as crucial for success will be War 
Front's roster of special and super weapons. 
Each side will have unique uber-units, such 
as America's earthquake bomb, the Russian 
freezer tank, and Germany's experimental 
V-2 rockets. There will also be sonic tanks, 
jetpack troops, special bridge-building 
units, nukes, super zeppelins, ME-262 
rocket planes, and more to help fill out the 
roster of close to 200 units. The only down- 
side to the enormous slate of units? You'll 
only get to play with the German and US 
armory in the two single-player campaigns, 
with Russian weapons available during 
multiplayer. Then again, CDV has high 
hopes for War Front, positioning it as the 
first of a new product line. Can a Russian- 
based expansion pack really be far behind? 
-Robert Coffey 
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HANDS-ON 


EA's Battlefield 2 serves up more commando action 


DICE Canada Electronic Arts 


orget the C4; Battlefield 2 now gives you 

fabulous rappelling and grappling ops 

(hooks included). The first expansion for 
DICE' multiplayer tactical shooter focuses 
on Special Forces—you know, those guys 
with the C4 who always run around your 
tank and blow you up?—and the special 
missions that love them. Actually, calling it 
Battlefield 2: Special Forces is a bit misleading, 
as you still get your standard Assault, 
Engineer, Support, Medic, Anti-Tank, and 
Sniper guys. It's not just a 32 ninja vs. ninja 
thing, though the basic kits get some spiffy 
new additions. Instead you get six new mili- 
tary forces, a dozen new weapons, ten new 
vehicles and eight new maps. 
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November 2005 


EA served up a pre-release version of the 
game with a playable map (two others 
seemed to have no spawn points) that cov- 
ered a southern Russian city—the site of a 
struggle between government Spetsnaz 
troopers and shadowy Chechnyn- 
esque "rebels" The fight raged in a 
twilight gloom, through an indus- 
trial landscape filled with ware- 
houses, immense smokestacks, and 
rail yards. Several new vehicles, in- 
cluding a pickup truck, a small ATV, 
and a PT-76 light tank were there to 
make friends with. 


The latest in terrorist transport—the ubiq- 
uitous "technical" returns. 


Graphically, the game seems much like 
the original, with some very impressive 
models and textures at the higher-end video 
settings. The gloomy atmosphere—real 
night missions with night vision goggles will 


be included in the final ver- 
sion—emphasizes muzzle 
flashes and explosions 
nicely. Gameplay seems in- 
fantry-heavy, and the test 
map was was grunt-o-riffic, 
with lots of cover, plenty of 
vertical opportunities, and 
just enough armor to make 
the occasional AT kit worth 
taking. Like the stock 
Battlefield maps, the expan- 
sion terrain sets seem well- 
crafted and full of tactical 
possibilities. 

| can safely say, though, 
that the new gear fully de- 
livers on the hype. The 
grappling hook that 
Assault troops can use is a 
device that lets you climb 
over walls and fences, and 
it adds a tremendous new 
dimension to the game, as 
you can't rely on that 
flimsy chain-link fence to 
block an enemy assault. 
Even more appealing, if harder to use ef- 
fectively, is the crossbow-launched rap- 
pelling line that is the property of Snipers 
and Special Forces kits. Hold down the 
right button and you get a bullseye indica- 
tor if you're pointed at a location that's a 
suitable anchor. Fire, and you have a cable 
you can slide down to escape or infiltrate. 
It makes the vertical dimension a lot more 
fun to work with, and okay, it's not Prince 
of Persia, but it does let you end up in 
some interesting tactical locations. Other 
soldiers can use your grapples and ziplines, 
so these devices can easily become strate- 
gic tools for enterprising commanders. 

Other new toys include flashbang 
grenades, which are a true pain in the butt 
when you're at the wrong end of one—the 
screen goes white and you are a sitting 
duck for a few seconds. The build didn't in- 
clude any of the new helicopters or the 
tear gas and gas masks, but given the ex- 
pansion's focus on infantry combat, these 
too are likely to offer some interesting tac- 
tical opportunities. The new armies, includ- 
ing the British SAS and the USA's Navy 
SEALs, get some new basic weapons as 
well, in addition to vehicles like Jet Skis (for 
a nocturnal frolic down a terrorist-infested 
canal, | suppose). 

Really, what more is there to say? It's 


Elemenopy [SVD] S. Wallberg 


[top] Sons of Mother Russia move out in the pre-dawn gloom. [above] Boom! Headshot! Er, ok, body shot. But 
dead is dead, Okay? 


Battlefield 2, with more toys, more infantry, 
and more maps. So far, even with bots 
alone, it's a heck of a lot of fun. So, if you 
liked the original you'll probably want to 
have the expansion, particularly since it 
adds new ranks and new unlockables. 
Sadly, there seems to be no real integration 


ofthe expansion with the original game, 
nor have they announced any such plan at 
this point, so don't necessarily expect to 
use grappling hooks in Karkand. Still, there 
is a wealth of content here for fans of in- 
fantry action and, of course, children of the 
night. -Cindy Yans 
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Game advertising goes dark: Viral advertising is taking the 
game industry by storm. Is it an insidious and cynical ploy to 
get your attention and cash, or fun little participatory games 
for players? Maybe it's both. 
BY DAVID COTRISS 


SETA 


ж ЧЫ. 
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anted: Intergalactic Bounty Hunters. Qualifications: Comfortable with 

high-tech and alien weaponry, experience operating in subterranean, low- 

oxygen, zero-gravity, or other harsh and unforgiving environments, and 
willing to take risks and defend yourself when necessary. 

Take out the word “intergalactic,’ and you have the synopsis of an ad Nintendo 
posted on job board Monster.com last December to promote its Metroid Prime 2 
game title. The ad linked back to AthenaAstronautics.com, a site for a fictional 
corporation that purports to train candidates to become space-savvy warriors. 
Other sites and blog posts continued to build mystery and intrigue, and the first 
25 applicants to unravel the mystery behind the sites were sent a free copy of the 
game. Suffice it to say, Athena Astronautics generated considerable "buzz" online 


among fans and non-fans alike, and managed to look like a real company just 


long enough to do so. 


What we have here isn't 
just a foolish joke played on gullible surfers, 
but a simple and powerful example of the 
latest methods game companies are using 
to reach audiences. Viral marketing is taking 
the gaming world by storm, and players are 
willingly going along for the ride. As might 
be expected, some campaigns go too far 
and actually create ill will among audiences 
in the name of shock value, which can have 
negative consequences for everyone. 
Nevertheless, gamers are mostly accepting 
the latest ad models, preferring them over 
the blatant, out-of-context 
advertising that gets in 
the way of gameplay. 

“Internet connectivity 
like we'll see with the 
next-generation consoles 
will totally revolutionize 
the gaming experience in 
terms of community and 
commerce capabilities,’ 
states Nicholas Longano, 
Chief Marketing Officer 
for Massive, the first com- 
pany to develop an in- 
game advertising net- 
work, running campaigns 
for top brands such as Coca-Cola, Honda, 
and Panasonic. "Massive's mantra is to 
never interfere with gameplay. To that end, 
click-through and similar ads that would 
take a gamer out of the game experience 
don't fit in our model. However, next-gen- 
eration consoles do offer some interesting 
capabilities that are worth exploring, such 
as micro purchases within games.” 

While some might not consider Massive's 
ads particularly viral, they include static and 
full-motion video ads on billboards, posters, 
and the like that blend in naturally with the 
gaming environment. 


"If there is a soda machine in a pantry or 
ata train station, you would expect for that 
machine to be branded by a beverage man- 
ufacturer/ explains Longano. 


While simple in-game 
advertising has been around for years, some 
of today's more ambitious efforts push the 
boundaries of viral marketing past the limits 
of decency. Last year, Capcom sent SMS text 
messages similar to the following without 
permission to cell phones in Europe to pro- 
mote the release of Resident Evil: Outbreak 


Go pick up a Fanta after the show is over. 


for PS2: "Outbreak: I'm infecting you with t- 
virus, my code is ******, Forward this to 
60022 to get your own code and chance to 
win prizes. More at t-virus.co.uk" 

The result was panic among many phone 
users that a real virus had been spread. 
Computer security firm Sophos fielded 
many inquiries after the incident. "We obvi- 
ously thought it was highly inappropriate 
and irresponsible for the campaign to send 
text messages that said people's phones 
had been infected by a virus, especially as 
there is increased concern about the possi- 
bility of a mobile virus outbreak amongst 
the general public,’ says a Sophos 
spokesperson. "Anti-virus companies like us 
encounter the inquiries from people who 
are panicked by irresponsible marketing 
like this” 


Although the t-virus 
campaign turned out to be a hoax, tempers 
have been somewhat heated over concerns 
that games such as SWAT 4 and Splinter Cell: 
Chaos Theory have become the new spy- 
ware, targeting ads to players while collect- 
ing personal information. Some games, 
such as Anarchy Online, are even offered in 
free, ad-supported versions. 

Vivendi recently added Massive stream- 
ing ad technology to SWAT 4 in a patch; ac- 
cording to an in-depth study published at 
nationalcheeseemporium.org, information 


cgonline.com 35 


on which players viewed which ads and the 
length of time viewed is sent to company 
servers for research purposes. Players can 
enter a convenience store in at least one 
level of the game, with products for sale on 
shelves and posters displaying relevant ads 
on walls. Some have been outraged at this 
practice, especially since they pay money 
to play. 

In a more interactive example from 
Splinter Cell, Cingular Wireless placed a bill- 
board ad in the game that was made to 
look realistic against the city backdrop. "The 
ad itself contained a muted image of the 
Cingular Wireless ‘jack’ logo with a message 
to text ‘CELL 386,” explains Monika Madrid, 
Senior Manager for Strategic Sales & 
Partnerships at publisher Ubisoft. “Cingular 
customers who were playing Chaos Theory 
could then enter this code into their cell 
phones and receive a secret message back 
from the game character, Sam Fisher. This is 
a terrific example of an interactive ad which 
used both mediums effectively.’ 

Both the publisher and Massive display a 
privacy policy on their sites, but these could 
be easily overlooked. Massive's Longano 
says that his company collects no person- 
ally identifiable information on any of the 
gamers in its network, but instead records 


general information, 
such as IP address and 
ads delivered. This has 
not stopped many from 
questioning the practice, 
particularly in paid 
games, however minor 
the threat may be. 


Ads That Save You 
Money On the other 
side of the "spyware" 
coin are free-to-play ad- 
supported games such 
as Anarchy Online basic. 
"The rationale to offer a 
free version was that we 
had huge successes with 
free trials and many of those people be- 
came loyal customers who purchased sub- 
sequent expansions and became vital parts 
of our community; explains Funcom 
Product Manager Terri Perkins. "Then in the 
fall of 2004 we decided to pursue an idea 
we've toyed around with for years, making 
the entire basic version of the game com- 
pletely free. This was an astounding success, 
and a few months later we introduced the 
ad-supported model in order to continue 
offering the game completely free as an op- 


ou're stuck on a desert island. There's no Internet, 
but there apparently is coconut-powered electric- 
ity. You can't train monkeys to play LAN games. So 


what five games do you bring? 


Eastside Hockey Manager 2005 
Grand Theft Auto: Vice City 
Unreal Tournament 2004 
Columns 

Thief 


“I'm already nuts, so I'm not too worried about every game needing to be 
open-ended. Still, EHM 2005 tops my list because I could play it till doomsday 
without encountering the same situation twice. I’ve already logged so many 
‘Hey, it’s dawn already?’ sessions with the game that | might as well already be 
ona desert island. Vice City gets the nod as my favorite game of all time, and 
also because I'd go mad without murderous violence and Flock of Seagulls. 
Crazy loads of content and my inability to go more than a day or so without 
wanting to shoot somebody means that l'd have to pack Unreal Tournament 
2004. The old Sega Genesis version of Columns goes into my sandy-beach sur- 
vival kit, too, as long as | also get to take along my Sega Nomad. And Thief 
earns the final spot because | replay it at least once a year.’ -Brett Todd 


Send your own lists and comments to editor@cgonline.com 


36 Computer Games | December 2005 


M А, 


"The Swearing Farmer" from a viral film produced by Maverick Media has be- 
come the unofficial mascot for Sega's Football Manager 2005 title. 


tion for the players. And those who do pay 
for the monthly subscription do not have to 
see the ай, states Perkins. 

Of course, the question everyone will ask 
is how much data is collected. Perkins says 
no personal information is recorded. "The 
information we collect related to the ads is 
done by voluntary surveys, and even then 
the surveys are anonymous; she says. “The 
ads don't put cookies on your PC or do any 
gathering. The ad software checks for the 
country code of your IP and that's it, and 
this is done to serve up the correct ad. We 
remain very adamant that our customer's 
privacy is to be protected and will not 
change this stance.” 


True Viral Advertising Intrusion issues 
aside, the best advertising tends to take ad- 
vantage of the true viral nature of the Web, 
getting players involved and spreading 
word of mouth in a fun and entertaining 
way. One of the more notable examples was 
conducted in June 2005 by viral marketing 
agency HypeCouncil for THQ's Destroy All 
Humans. The agency identified and re- 
cruited thousands of fans to participate in 
an “Alien Army; an official Destroy All 
Humans online brand ambassador team. 
“Our goal was twofold,’ explains com- 
pany president and founder Scott 
Meldrum: “То reach out to gaming fans by 
way of targeted gaming websites, and to 
harness the small community currently 
supporting the game, Over a five-week pe- 
riod, we provided links to exclusive trailers, 
screens, and a flash game, as well as ban- 
ners, icons, and similar graphic assets. The 
army was recruited from the Destroy All 
Humans site, making the process much 


more organic. The only people that should 
be creating buzz for the game are fans of 
the game" 

According to Meldrum, the campaign 
was extremely successful. "We were able to 
localize 5000-plus fans of the game and de- 
liver viral tools and assets to them that they 
then passed on to their local network of 
gamers. Additionally, we recruited a net- 
work of 70 gaming and UFO enthusiast 
websites to participate in promoting the 
title by way of banner placements, screen 
placements, and game reviews. We wanted 
to deliver awareness of this game where 
none existed. Mission accomplished" On 
privacy issues, he adds, "Our goal for this 
campaign was to identify and recruit 5000 
fans of the game and then give them en- 
gaging content they could spread as they 
feel it is vital. That is a more effective, and 
much safer use of viral marketing" 

Additional examples dot the gaming 
landscape, such as a series of viral films re- 
cently released for Sega's Football Manager 
2005 title. Produced by European marketing 
agency Maverick Media, the primary video 
shows a farmer on the English countryside 
watching his dog herd sheep. It suddenly 
transforms into a game where the farmer 
turns into a coach and begins screaming at 
the dog for his poor herding performance. 

Will Jeffery, Managing Director of 


"Statements about 'Oh, the PS3 is 
going to be twice as fast as an 
Xbox 360' are totally meaningless. 
It means nothing. It's surprising 
that game customers don't re- 
alize how it treats them like id- 
iots. So to make a statement like 
that, I’m worried for the cus- 
tomers. That we view customers as 
complete morons that will never 
catch on, and that we're lying to 
them all the time is a problem be- 
cause, in the long run, it will have 
an impact on our sales.” 


-Gabe Newell, Valve Software 


Maverick, says that "The Swearing Farmer" 
has become the unofficial mascot for the 
brand and has given the company measur- 
able feedback on performance. "The FM 
2005 films demonstrate virals' ability to use 
creativity to select the audience and deliver 
entertainment value whilst promoting the 
game,’ Jeffery states, adding that, with all 
the competition among viral films and 
campaigns, only the most innovative and 
brand-related viral campaigns will work in 
today’s environment. 


What's Acceptable? Of course, the game 
players will ultimately decide what is ac- 
ceptable and what isn’t. For a generation 
spending at least as much time online as 
with TV if not more, and for obsessed 
gamers ready for the next great thing, the 
good and bad of these new advertising ap- 
proaches aren't surprising. 

“Gaming companies are beginning to un- 
derstand that the best advertiser of their 


product is the consumer,’ explains Meldrum. 


“As more and more companies adopt this 
principle, we will see more widespread use 
of this kind of marketing.” 

What does this mean for you, the gamer? 
Be watchful, be careful, have fun, and don’t 
be surprised if your next pizza purchase is 
made by clicking on a pizza box in your fa- 
vorite game. Ill 


"There are 490 female students at Timken High School, and 65 are pregnant, 
according to a recent report in the Canton Repository. The article reported 
that some would say that movies, TV, videogames, lazy parents and lax dis- 
cipline may all be to blame.’ 


-NewsNet.com, putting to rest the notion that videogames keep you from getting laid. 


BioWare Announces New RPG; PC Fans 
Announce Plans to be Upset—BioWare 
and Microsoft announced Mass Effect, a 
new sci-fi role-playing game scheduled 
for release in 12-18 months, as an Xbox 
360 exclusive. Set 200 years in the fu- 
ture, it sounds more open-ended than 
BioWare's more recent games. You lead 
a squad of freedom fighters as you fight 
some evil or something. It's part of a 
planned trilogy, so warm up that credit 
card.... id Rejects Activision; id Rejects 
Carmack—The Wall Street Journal re- 
ported on a lawsuit filed by id 
co-founder and co-owner 
Adrian "Not Related to 
John" Carmack. The 

court filings revealed 

that Activision offered 

id $90 million in 2004 

for the DOOM, Quake, and 
Wolfenstein franchise, and $105 million 
for the entire company. Adrian Carmack 
claims that the company fired him after 
he refused to be bought out of the com- 
pany for $20 million. (According to the 
article, he has a 4196 stake in id.)... Best 
Used Buy— Retail store Best Buy has 
confirmed that it recently started test- 
ing the sale of used videogames in 
stores in Illinois and California. And it's 
not doing it half-assedly—according to 
one analyst, one of the test stores has 
over five-thousand used games avail- 
able. The used game market is esti- 
mated at nearly $1 billion, with larger 
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profits for the stores that aren't shared 
with publishers or developers, and 
some are unhappy about this move. In a 
move sure to endear himself to gamers, 
Mark Rein, vice president of Epic 
Games, told next-gen.biz: “We pay to be 
in Best Buy's flyers. We pay market de- 
velopment funds. Publishers drive gam- 
ing traffic to these stores. To have them 
resell the games, with developers hav- 
ing no participation, that's just wrong. 
That's just fleecing us”... 

— Legendary console publisher 
Sega announced it had signed devel- 
oper Petroglyph to create an original, 
modern-military/sci-fi themed real-time 
strategy game for the PC. The developer 
is made up of a lot of former Westwood 
Studios employees, and its first game is 
the upcoming Star Wars: Empire at War. 
Cross your fingers it's “Sonic: Total 
War"... 

—1п a shocking development, 
in-game advertising company Double 
Fusion released the findings of a report 
it commissioned that found that adver- 
tising in videogames has a "significant 
influence on purchase decisions and 
brand recall.” Guy Bendov, co-founder 
and executive vice president for busi- 
ness development, Double Fusion, said: 
“Моге and more 18-34 year olds are 
spending both time and money on 
gaming, and reaching this highly desir- 
able audience is of the utmost impor- 
tance for advertisers and marketers. 
Double Fusion is the only company in 
the market that offers the 3-D insertion 
capability so it is very encouraging to 
find that this tool resonates with con- 
sumers.’ There was no clarification of 
which "tool" he was referring to, the 
one his company provides or those ex- 
cited by in-game advertising.... 
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ho pays full price for games? No да л = 

one looking for a bargain, that's for E 

sure. So, with the price of games 
holding steady or increasing, more and 
more people are looking to the used mar- 
ket for their gaming fix. 

To help fill that need, the media divi- 
sion of theglobe.com, the parent com- 
pany of Computer Games Magazine and 
cgonline.com, has launched 
GameSwapZone.com, one of the only 
auction sites dedicated to buying and sell- 
ing new and used computer and 
videogames. 

"GameSwapZone.com connects gamers 
from all over the world to buy and sell the 
games they love,’ said Jayson Dubin, vice 
president and publisher of Computer Games Magazine. “This site was designed by gamers, 
for gamers, enabling enthusiasts to interact globally and find even the most obscure titles.” 

Anyone can create listings, or even post “want ads” for specific games. 
GameSwapZone.com also provides most of the standard online auctioning features, such as 
rating systems and buyer feedback, an optional "Buy It Now" feature if you want to skip the 
auction process, and the ability for people to create their own online store, with a "bulk up- 
loading" feature that lets you list multiple items. 

To continue to build a global gaming community online, GameSwapZone.com will be 
available in German, Japanese, Korean, and French versions within the next six months. 
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The Sept. 16 roster update for the Xbox version of Madden NFL 06 had a tiny bug. As 
you can see in the photo, Michael King, the offensive right guard of the New York jets, 
wasn't exactly the right size. (Thanks to DMczaf from the Gaming-Age forums, 
forum.gaming-age.com.) 


Ganked by a noob? It could be worse. 


TUJ BENE С 


Say hello to that hot Dark Elf. 
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Strategy 
Renaissance 


Do you mourn the death of old-school strategy games? Innovative boardgames are 
poised to move into the online arena and bring back the glory days. sy BRUCE GERYK 


ric Hautemont, the CEO of boardgame publisher Days of 
Wonder, says he got a surprise one day when Joel 
Billings, the founder of the legendary strategy game 
company SSI, showed up at company headquarters to 
get a copy of Days of Wonder's Ticket to Ride and to dis- 
cuss strategy gaming. “He commented that while the economics 
of development had killed turn-based strategy gaming, the 
market had not gone away.’ Instead, it was still out there, un- 
derserved and frustrated. Hautemont hopes that Days of 
Wonder can do something about that. 
Days of Wonder publishes products that, for lack of a better 
term, have come to be called “Euro games.’ They're 
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boardgames, but unlike the flat, unimaginative, and com- 
pletely luck-driven American "classics" like Monopoly, they're 
slick, elegant, have beautiful production values, and require a 
good deal of strategy. Many of them also take an hour or less 
to play. Hautemont believes that, by going online, these 
games can give turn-based strategy gamers something to get 
excited about again. 

Most Euro games have mechanics that fall in between "ca- 
sual" games like Scrabble and more complex turn-based com- 
puter games. Ticket to Ride involves train travel across a map of 
the United States. Players collect colored cards that can be used 
to claim these routes and have "tickets" that give them bonuses 


for linking different cities. 
Because the number of 
routes between each city is 
limited, players must watch І 
which cards their oppo- 1 шс => 
nents are collecting and try S 

to anticipate which routes 
will be contested. A timely 


DULUTM 


play can cause an oppo- 
nent to waste valuable 
cards and train tokens to 
detour around a route 
you've staked out, or to be 
shut out entirely. 


Punching Online Tickets 
Ticket to Ride Online 
launched a year ago and, 
according to Hautemont, 
currently has 50,000 active 
players. Of those, over 1096 
have played 100 or more 
games. And 500 people 
have played over 1,000 
games, averaging 30 hours 
of play per week. 

"Those are MMO-like num- 


bers” in terms of dedication, says Hautemont, but, ac- 
cording to the data collected, the playing is being done 
on hardware more suited to the casual gaming market. 
At Days of Wonder, the company sees this as evidence 
that so-called casual gamers can be just as dedicated as 
the hardcore. They just need a different kind of product 


to bring it out. 


Board Gifts 


looking for something different for Christmas? Check 
out these can't-miss Euro boardgame classics. 


Arkham Horror 

(Fantasy Flight, $40) 

Cooperative gameplay in the Cthulhu 
universe. The rules are more involved 
than in many similar games, but the re- 
sult is a full-blown adventure in the 
world of Lovecraft's mythos. 


Lord of the Rings: The 
Confrontation 

(Fantasy Flight, $20) 

Take Stratego, put it on a small map, 
and give each side nine pieces. Now 
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Microsoft Enters Days of Wonder isn't the only com- 
pany to see the potential attraction of putting Euro 
games online. Microsoft's MSN Games portal recently 
launched Settlers of Catan, which is probably the best- 
known Euro boardgame and is one that has sold mil- 
lions upon millions of copies as a premium service. 


Chris Early, Studio Manager for Microsoft Casual 


give each piece a special ability, add a 
deck of cards, and you have something 
that's far beyond Stratego but simple 
enough to be grasped by children. Two 
players. 


Memoir '44 

(Days of Wonder, $50) 

This is probably the best "light 
wargame" ever. Learn the rules in ten 
minutes. It's much better than Axis & 
Allies and can be enjoyed by adults as 
well as children. 


Modern Art 

(Mayfair Games, $25) 

Probably the definitive "auction game." 
The mechanics are extremely simple: 
you are an auction house bidding on 


paintings. Your goal is to acquire 
the paintings by the hottest - 
artists and sell them for a 

profit. The value of paint- 

ings is solely determined by what 
other players will pay. 


Reiner Knizia's Lord of the Rings 
(Fantasy Flight/Parker Brothers, $50) 

If you've never heard of a cooperative 
boardgame, you need to try this master- 
piece by the legendary German de- 
signer. Team up with up to four friends 
to destroy the One Ring in the Crack of 
Doom. Players cooperate to try and ma- 
neuver through a series of encounters. 
before the Shadow catches up with 
them. Simple rules mask a very challeng- 
ing game. Don't expect to win often. 


i 
2—2) 


SA 


Ticket to Ride. [opposite 
page] Memoir '44. 
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000М: The Boardgame 


Knee-deep in the dead... along with some dice and plastic miniatures 


Eagle Games isn’t the only 
board-game publisher turning 
PC hits into cardboard and 
plastic. Fantasy Flight Games, 
best known for Twilight 
Imperium, recently entered 
the adapt-a-PC-game sweep- 
stakes with designer Kevin 
Wilson’s DOOM: The 
Boardgame. And it’s surpris- 
ingly entertaining—if a bit 
simplistic due to its source 
material—thanks to a design 
that distills the best ele- 
ments of id Software’s 
demon-destroying franchise. 

The boardgame is a 
straight translation of DOOM 3, with 
measured pace and quasi-tactical combat. Since you 
don’t have a computer to control the nasties, there are key differ- 
ences. The biggest change is adversarial design, which sees one 
player guiding hellspawn and one to three others serving as space 
marines. Battles are corridor crawls, so the feel is reminiscent of a 
turn-based squad combat game or Space Hulk. Combat is resolved 
by rolling dice that determine range, number of wounds dealt to a 
foe, and so forth. 

As veterans of the PC game know, there are benefits and draw- 
backs to every weapon, and these are well-realized here (in other 
words, don’t fire a BFG in tight confines). Marines also have special 
attributes mirroring the class system in tactical shooters, so you 
can shoot like a sniper or heal like a medic. The monster master re- 
sponds by spawning beasties in spaces hidden from the marine 
players. (Yes, even the boardgame has monster closets.) Each crea- 
ture has special abilities, so fat demons move and attack differently 
from their pinky cousins. 

Action cards allow the demons more advantages. Cards like “It’s a 
Trap!” (triggers an attack when the marine picks up equipment) and 
“Sealed Int” (the invader locks a door) can be played without limit 
per turn. Seeing as just six frags are required for the invader to win, 
cards can lay a whupping on jarheads. 

Game sessions average a couple of hours with four players, and 
everything moves quickly enough that nobody gets bored. But no- 
body gets too excited, either. After the gee-whiz factor of playing 
with space marine and cyberdaemon figures wears off, DOOM: The 
Boardgame seems pedestrian, with little to do but stalk and kill. 

Still, the game includes five scenarios and rules to link them into a 
campaign. There is a ton of content, and, even if gameplay is limited, 
you can still keep a gaming group entertained on evenings when 
lighter “game over, man, game over" fare is in order. 
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Games, sees the approachability of 
the Euro games as a huge advan- 
tage. "We see very distinct 
Sources of gamers coming to 
something like Settlers of 
Catan; he says. “One is peo- 
ple who have never really 
played other games, ex- 
cept maybe Scrabble, 

but then see Settlers” 

and become curious. 
Another is “the gamer 
who used to be hardcore 
but no longer has time 
due to job or family de- 
mands.” Early sees multi- 
player games like this as at- 
tracting to both groups, 
different as they are. 


Design Challenges 
Developing games for this 
audience presents many challenges, according to 
Hautemont, but they're not the same as those facing tradi- 
tional software developers, or even those making other ca- 
sual games. The up-front development cost is very low, and 
a popular boardgame can virtually assure a successful on- 
line launch if the software is done right. Two of the most 
important factors, he says, are the ability to provide an ex- 
perience as close to the boardgame as possible (with Al 
that can step in to prevent player disconnections from ru- 
ining the game for others) and ensuring a critical mass of 
players, so people can play when they want to. 

Early sees good Al as being critical to a game's success. 
“No one wants to play with others and just be embar- 
rassed,’ he observes, and a challenging Al allows shy 
gamers—especially those new to gaming entirely—to 
learn the rules and practice against the computer before 
venturing into the online arena. Given how often poor Al 
has plagued solo strategy games, computer gamers should 
take note. 


Settlers of Catan 


EET TFN status: Production 
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Summary 


Free is Good There is no money 
investment required to play 
Settlers of Catan or Ticket to Ride. 
You can download a free solo 
copy of Settlers from MSN Zone 
(zone.msn.com). The rules to 
Ticket to Ride are available on the 
website (ticket2ridegame.com); 
you can sign up for free, and you 
can even observe others at play 
to pick up strategy pointers. The 
only two restrictions on free ac- 
counts are that they are not 
ranked (although games do 
count, your ranking simply isn't 
displayed) and that they cannot 
start a new game—they can only 
join one started by someone 
else."Even with the boardgame, 
someone has to invite you to 
play if you don't own it,’ 
Hautemont points out. 

Just because you can play for 
free doesn't mean that people 
are using it as a substitute for 
game ownership. Because each 
copy of a Days of Wonder game 
has a code inside the box that 
can be used to gain full online 
gaming privileges for all their 
online products, the company 
can track the "conversion rate" of 
free accounts to full accounts as 
online players buy the physical 
products. Ticket to Ride (and its 
sister game, Ticket to Ride 
Europe) have sold over 400,000 
copies, which isn't bad for a $40 
boardgame. 

Both companies see their new 
casual multiplayer offerings as 
just the beginning. Days of 
Wonder is already working on 
an online version of Memoir 44, 
its extremely popular WWII 
game, while Microsoft's Early 
says he wouldn't be surprised to 
see MSN Games further develop 
the rich Settlers franchise (which 
includes numerous related 
games and expansions). While 
the heyday of solo turn-based 
computer games is probably 
gone forever, the multiplayer 
strategy experience may end up 
being bigger than solo games 
ever were. 


Back to the Board 


Boardgaming returns... with a little help from its old-time nemesis, the computer 


game. BY BRETT TODD 


like Scrabble, Trivial Pursuit, and the ap- 

proximately 2,846 special collector edi- 
tions of Monopoly clogging the shelves of de- 
partment stores nationwide, they seem like 
ancient history in an age of World of WarCraft 
and Half-Life 2. 

Or are they? Although the last golden era 
of boardgames ended when the likes of Axis 
&Allies were slid under the bed to slumber 
with the dust bunnies in 1989, the industry is 
reawakening. And, surprisingly enough, you 
can credit computer games with part of this 
newfound prosperity. Once the killer of all 
things cardboard, computer-game franchises 
are now helping to revitalize this once-stag- 
nant hobby. 


B oardgames. Outside of family favorites 


Gamers to the Rescue “We are seeing 
many more high-quality boardgames hitting 
the market now than ever before, and this is 
partly thanks to gamers keeping it alive,” 
says Glenn Drover, owner and lead designer 
of Plainfield, Illinois-based Eagle Games, а 
publisher in the vanguard of developing 
board adaptations of computer-game hits. 


“In my mind, PC gamers are gamers, first and 
foremost. If we help them discover what's out 
there in board gaming, by creating board ver- 
sions of games that they know and giving 
them great gaming experiences, the format 
won't matter.” 

Drover's estimation is on the money so far. 
Since the former MicroProse, Maxis, and 
Activision sales exec left the computer-game 


[above] The only barrier to enjoying the board-game ver- 
sion of Civilization is finding a table big enough for both 
the board and the gajillion pieces. [below] Age of 
Mythology may have been great on the PC, but it didn't 
have neat little figures to play with (hand-painting by 
Ron Embree). 
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«AND ONLY TAKES HALF DAMAGE. 


For the geek that Im 133t! 


needs to be defined К ШАШ BED a dont believe пе) 
by his or her T-shirt 
or bumper sticker, Jinx.com is the place for you. With 
an impossibly large number of items available, all fes- 
tooned with various game geek slogans, you're virtu- 
ally guaranteed to find something that suits your style = 
and mood. ($1.99-$34.95) eS 2 i CIVILIZATIO 


TIE ROVAN 


And you thought Civilization II was old-school. 


business in 1999 to found Eagle, the company has published board edi- 
tions of Sid Meier's Civilization (2002) and Ensemble Studios’ Age of 
Mythology (2003). Drover says the sales have been outstanding. Over 
120,000 copies of the games have been sold over the past three years, 
in large part due to Drover's success at getting his products into major 
retail stores like Wal-Mart and Target. Thanks to the board-game suc- 
cesses and a computer-game series called DD Tournament Poker 
(250,000 sales and counting), Eagle sales are expected to top $10 mil- 
lion for the first time in 2005, which is a fantastic number for a com- 
pany with just six employees. 

So the experiment continues full speed this year, with Eagle working 
on adaptations of PC hits Railroad Tycoon, Sid Meier's Pirates!, and Age of 
Empires Ш. Railroad Tycoon was just being printed as we went to press, 
in preparation for a planned August launch, while development was 
nearing completion on Pirates! апа Age of Empires IIl. Both should be in 
stores by the end of this year. 


"Once the killer of all things cardboard, 
The Love Sac is the ultimate bean bag, despite its com- 
pany's claim otherwise. (They say, "It's not a damn computer-game franchises are now helping 


bean bag!") A new model, the Game Sac, is supremely 
comfortable and designed to hold controllers, or some- 


Е - d n 
thing. Who cares, this thing is just a great place to park to revi tal ize th IS once -stagnant hobby. 
your ass while you play games. And it'li keep you hum- 

ming B-52 songs: "The Game Sacis a little old place 


where we can Si together (5120. Realty) Although Drover loves the yo-ho-ho stuff and is “really excited” 


about the blend of adventure and strategy in his Pirates! remake (as 
well as the MageKnights-style painted miniature ships to be used as 
playing pieces), he seems to be most enthusiastic about Age of Empires 
lll. As Drover has a friendship with Age series guru Bruce Shelley, dat- 
ing back to the days when both worked for MicroProse, the 
boardgame is being developed concurrently with the computer game. 
Cooperation is so close that Eagle is even being kept in the loop on 
design decisions. 

"We've been getting the design docs and have been receiving regu- 
lar updates from Bruce and the team at Ensemble,’ explains Drover. 
"We're even flying down in June to take part in beta design testing. This 
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is a really exciting process which 
will result in us being able to re- 
lease our board Age of Empires III 
this October or November at 
roughly the same time as the com- 
puter version” 


Not Direct Translations Still, don't 
expect the boardgame to mirror 
the computer game. Boardgames 
can't be literal translations of com- 
puter games for a lot of reasons, 
most notably time constraints. The 
average group of boardgamers, for 
instance, wants to wrap up a ses- 
sion in a few hours, which can 
cause problems when you're deal- 
ing with source material geared to- 
ward much longer matches. 

Also, boardgaming is a multi- 
player experience. That has to be 
taken into account when determin- 
ing how much of the nitty-gritty to 
leave in and how much to edit out 
for the sake of playability. Because 
of these necessary changes, Drover 
prefers to describe his adaptations 
as "indirect" or "abstract" renditions 
of the original games, rather than 
“line-by-line” rehashes. The key 
goals, for him, are to get the feel of 
the original right and to include "a 
lot ofthe flavor and most of the 
themes" of the original design. 

This doesn't mean that you're 
getting a stripped-down edition in 
the boardgame. Computer com- 
plexity is traded for enhancements 
in other areas, like the fun of play- 
ing on a physical game board with 
plastic miniatures that you can ac- 
tually touch. It's almost impossible 
to pick up a die or move playing 
pieces without getting a jolt of 
nostalgia that takes you to a child- 
hood Christmas morning. 

"As great as computer gaming is, 
it's purely visual and intellectual,’ 
says Drover. "We offer something 
different, a social atmosphere and 
a toy experience that appeals to all 
sorts of gamers, no matter what 
their background may be. It's all 
about having a great game experi- 
ence, and that's the same whether 
you're having it on a board or on a 
computer monitor.” Ill 


Handy Games 


Looking for some mobile old-school action? Who needs a PSP or Gameboy when your 
cell phone is coming into its own as a game machine? We pick some of the top games. 


BY DAMON BROWN 


counting) current mobile gaming devices, 

everyone seems to be thinking small. 
However, the platform that's packing the most 
titles is the one you get from AT&T or Verizon. 

Once the dependable source for 200 vari- 

ations of Snake, cell phones now have liter- 
ally thousands of games available for down- 
load. Most titles cost less than $4 and give 
you as much play as an old-school Nintendo 
game. Companies like Gameloft, Jamdat, 
and Macrospace are great at creating origi- 
nal content perfect for the cell phone 
screen and interface. 


Fe Sony's PSP to Nintendos three (and 


Old School Rules Arguably, the best soft- 
ware coming out isn't from the upstarts, 
but from the people everyone knows and 
loves. Sega has most of its classic line avail- 
able, from Sonic to After Burner Il, and Super 
Monkey Ball is its must-have game. EA just 
started importing its titles, including the 
latest Madden. 

While cell phone designers such 
as Nokia and Motorola are starting 
to get hip to the game—adding lit- 
tle joysticks and spiffy VGA screens 
to their devices—playing Splinter 
Cell with your keypad is still sec- 
ondary to actually making a phone call. To 
get the most bang for your buck, go for the 
classic gaming. 

For instance, EA's Madden NFL 06 is a great 
step in the audio/visual department. 
However, if you want mobile fun, 
you need to cop the leg- 
endary Tecmo Bowl, 
which was released 
in 2004. The colorful 
graphics and voice ef- 
fects (Hut! Hut! Hut! À 
Hut!) you remember 
from the NES are there, 
and the straightforward 
gameplay hasn't changed 
one iota. Perfect for a quick 
game during your commute. 


THQ Wireless has been steadily porting 
Midway franchises like Spy Hunter and 
Defender to the cell. The best of the lot is 
Joust, the classic ostrich battle. It holds up 
surprisingly well after two decades, and the 
one-screen gameplay is ideal for the mobile 
phone. The controls are solid, too. 

If you're ready for a hardcore arcade experi- 
ence on the cell, try Gauntlet. TKO Software's 
translation of Atari's 1985 dungeon crawler is 
damn near pixel perfect. Warrior, Valkyrie, 
Wizard, and Elf are available, the mazes are 
the same, and the voices are intact (“Wizard 
needs food badly!”). There are only two flaws: 
no multiplayer, and only 25 levels per down- 
loadable “episode” 


Little Screen, Bigger Problems The prob- 
lems with Gauntlet reflect issues common in 
cell phone gaming. First, even though all cell 
phone gamers are technically “connected,” 
few games have direct multiplayer options 
simply because the tiny cell phone processor 


“То get the most bang for your 
buck, go for the classic gaming.” 


can't handle it. The games that are multi- 
player usually use Bluetooth to connect you 
to nearby friends, making group interactions 
closer to Nintendo DS than XBox Live. 
Second, aside from the multiple 
personality N-Gage, cell phones 
don't use cartridges. This se- 
verely limits the size of the 
games, as everything needs 
to be downloaded 
through your carrier or 
the game developer's 
website. In 2004, 
Tecmo did a bril- 


After Burner II 
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For more retro fun, JAKKS Pacific | 


and Techno Source have entire | COLECO | — GAME 


lines of old-school games from STEM 
the ‘80s. The most recent from 
the latter company is a 
ColecoVision emulator, with six 
built-in games: Basketball, 
Hockey, Baseball, Soccer, 
Raquetball, and Football. It's as 
lame as it sounds, but worth a 
few laughs. The more elaborate 
ones from JAKKS include five 
Star Wars games (complete with 
Darth Vader gamepad), and a 
fishing game (Bass Angler) that is 
surprisingly entertaining. But the 
biggest and best retro gift is Atari 
Flashback 2. With its fake wood 
and 40 awful VCS games, it'll take 
you back. ($10-$49) 


HELP THE LITTLE GUYS 


Some smaller developers are good 


about making game-related items 


available direct to you. For example, 


fans of Tim Shafer's Psychonauts 
should head over to Double Fine's 


shop (shop.doublefine.com), where 
they can find shirts, stickers, sound- 


tracks, etc. And developer The 
Behemoth, the feel-good story of 


the last few years for Alien Hominid, 


sells all sorts of action figures, T- 
shirts, and skateboard decks star- 


ring its lovable cast of squiggly crea- 


tures, Start and alienhominid.com 
and click on “Store.” ($20-$50) 


DANCE, DANCE! 

If you're trying to get your kids, 
friends, or spouses into better 
shape, why not get them a quality 
dance pad? Gamesis has an entire 
line of cross-platform pads for your 
PC, PS2, or Xbox. The $35 MPRO- 
1000 is probably best avoided, but 
both the $70 MPF-2000 and $90 
MPM-3000 models are terrific for 
their price and highly recom- 
mended by our resident dance 
game experts. They don’t bunch up 
or slip all over the floor under 
heavy use. At the high-end, 

the GS-9300 and 9400 are 

metal, expensive, and don’t 

move. They're less conven- 

ient, but way more hardcore. 
($35-$400) 
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Madden NFL 06 


liant carbon-copy of the original NES version of Ninja 
Gaiden, but could only offer the very first stage... of the 
very first level. As of fall 2005, we're still waiting for the 
next episode. Konami's Castlevania and other classic games 
have suffered from abbreviated translations. 

The final challenge, at least from a developer standpoint, 
is the variety of phone manufacturers. There are two major 
game formats (BREW and J2ME, a cousin of Java), but each 
game must be tweaked to make sure it's compatible with 
Kyocera, Samsung, Nokia, and all their different models. 


Hot Translations Some translations have simply defied 
these limitations, providing experiences almost as rich as 


Phone Fragfest 


Games are getting up to speed in the mobile phone 
environment, and fast. Earlier this year the king of all 
game media, John Carmack, announced that he was 
working on a mobile game. It's called Doom. You may 
have heard of it. 

Carmack is working with Jamdat on the (tentatively 
titled) "Doom ВРС’ Despite the name, early reports say 
that the action is just as fierce as the classic game. In 
fact, itis being compared to a compilation, combining 
weapons, enemies, and other elements from the three 
major games in the series. The animation runs at 25 
frames per second, which is a nice pace for a game that 
fits in your pocket. It's expected to hit cells this winter, 
and, as shown by the game title, no multiplayer action 
is expected. 

However, deathmatch is the focus of the other id title 


[above] Spy Hunter. [left] Ninja Gaiden 


their console predecessors. The Prince of 
Persia series, modeled after Ubisoft's re- 
cent next-gen updates, definitely fits in 
this category. The Sands of Time is a brisk 
action/adventure that carries the depth 
of the last two versions onto the 2D cell. 
As the game progresses, you learn 
magic powers, find new weaponry, and fight enemies 
that take up most of the game screen. The graphics are 
gorgeous. The sequel, Warrior Within, looks and ar- 
guably plays even better. 

Both Prince of Persia titles are by Gameloft, which also 
brought Might and Magic to phones last year. Instead of 
trying to do a full-scale RPG (cell phones aren't ready for 
that), mobile Might and Magic takes the style of Zelda. 


being ported right now, Quake. Produced by Pulse Entertainment, 
the translation currently boasts multiplayer modes over several dif- 
ferent mediums, including the common cell phone format GPRS, 
making it easy to reach out and frag someone. Beyond deathmatch, 
the most impressive aspect is the graphics, which almost carbon 
copy the original game. As one would imagine, all this power comes 
ata price—some phones can't handle the power, and Pulse is trying 
to find a good way for players to download its huge files. The com- 


pany still plans on making it available soon. 


A more practical, but just as exciting alternative is Duke Nukem 
3D, the FPS classic being ported over by SkyZone. Another com- 
pany, SK Media, did the solid side-scroller Duke Nukem Mobile last 
year, but that was a two-dimensional affair. The new Duke Nukem 
Mobile 3D has fully 3D-modeled enemies and lush graphics that al- 
most equal those of the original PC title. No multiplayer mode is 
planned, but with 22 levels offered, you may not need one. We'll 
also have to wait until winter for this one, though the chances are 
good it'll still be available sooner than Duke Nukem Forever. 


The 3D isometric view is at least 16-bit quality, and 
completing the adventure takes several hours. It's per- 
fect for a long road trip. 

The most surprising adaptation is the Tony Hawk se- 
ries—surprising in that Jamdat had the guts to trans- 
late the hit skateboard games to the cell. The results 
are fantastic. Starting with Tony Hawk Pro Skater 4, the 
titles closely follow their console counterparts yet play 
to the strengths of mobile gaming devices. Tricks are 
challenging but eventually intuitive, and the visuals 
are crisp. The games pack multiple cities and missions 
into one download, avoiding the episodic content 
issue altogether. 


Puzzling Originals Two gen- 
res naturally thrive on the cell 
phone: puzzle and strategy. 
PopCaps Bejeweled has be- 
come the standard cell puzzle 
game, kind of like Tetris on the 
Nintendo GameBoy. A less 
known, edgier game is Zuma, a 
high-pressure title where you 
must match colored balls that 
are slowly overrunning the 
screen. Bejeweled is better for 
the casual gamer, while Zuma 
is one to test your arcade skills. 

Perhaps the best strategy games series, Macrospace's 
Ancient Empires has a great deal of drama and action 
crammed into a cell phone. Parts one and two feature 
epic storylines, but neither drowns out the medieval 
turn-based mayhem happening on the screen. The 
game is easy enough to pick up. However, the later lev- 
els that implement monsters, wizards, and other crafty 
enemies become quite complex. 


Finding There are two ways to down- 
load games: through the phone carrier or 
the game website. Each phone carrier 
has an online mobile area where you can 
download new content, such as ring- 
tones and wallpapers. T-Mobile calls its 
zone t-zones, AT&T calls its zone m- 
mode, and so on. Follow your phone in- 
structions to access the online zone. 
Game downloads will be listed along 
with other downloadable content. The 
game cost is automatically added to your 
cell phone bill. 

Individual game company websites 
can actually send games to your phone. 
You go to the website and input your cell 
phone number, and it shoots the game to 
your phone within the hour. Most compa- 
nies require charging the game to your 
credit card instead of to the phone bill. Ш 
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The fourth version of the legendary Civilization series isn't the same game 
you've been playing all of these years. Is it better or worse? Here are two 
takes on Civilization IV BY steve BAUMAN AND TOM CHICK 


Steve: I'm not even going to pretend | have 
the most rational view of the Civilization se- 
ries. It's like I've never stopped playing for 
the last 14 years. And for the most part, | 
haven't. | take a few months off and it keeps 
dragging me back in, one turn at a time. 


Tom: In some form or another, mostly // or 
11, the Civ games have been squatting on 

whatever hard drive l'm using at any given 
moment. | don't remember whether it ever 
occurred to me to wonder, "Why does cut- 


ting down a forest or working in a mine 
produce shields, which are then used to cre- 
ate a phalanx or an Adam Smith Trading 
Company?" But the specifics of Sid Meier's 
design are so hard-wired into my brain that 
| don't question them any more. 

So when | first sat down with “Soren 
Johnson's Sid Meier's Civilization,’ the follow 
up to “Jeff Brigg's Sid Meier's Civilization,” 
which itself was a follow-up to “Brian 
Reynolds Sid Meier's Civilization,” | was so 
fixed in my ways that any changes were im- 
mediately obvious. For example, Civ IV beats 
shields into hammers. Once | got over my 
surprise—what happened to my shields?—l 
realized it made perfect sense. 

But then there were the myriad changes 
that felt like cramming some strange new 
vocabulary into a language | grew up with. 
The resource system, religion, combat, the 
sleeker tech tree. As Johnson explains in his 
excellent afterword, when Firaxis sat down 


It isn't exactly the sexiest 3D game on the market, but the more you play Civ IV, the more its graphics grow on 


you. The new interface is excellent. 
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The different zoom levels are gimmicky, though 
going all the way out to globe view looks kind of 
cool. You can even get a top-down view to mimic 
the original Civ. 


to design the game, everything was on the 
table. Everything. 

I'll say. Sacred cows have been slaugh- 
tered. As a longtime player, | wasn't happy 
about this. 


Steve: And | couldn't care less. 

Well, that's not entirely true. | care. But I'm 
less fixated on the specifics of how things 
work individually than on how they all come 
together as a whole. | don't optimize my 
Cities to the nth degree, so most changes 
mean little to me so long as I'm building and 
discovering stuff. And Civ IV lets me build 
and discover a whole lot more stuff, with 
more interesting stops along the way. 

It's also constantly changing, both visu- 
ally and in terms of gameplay. Take the 
workers, with all their new tile upgrades. 
The automated worker Al is good at devel- 
oping your land based on the choices you 
make with the city governors. Assuming 
you use them, of course. It looks and feels 
very different from previous Civs, but does- 
n't change the basic Civ-ness of it. 


Tom: l'm not about to turn my workers 
over to any Al, so this potential for crazy 
worker micromanagement was my first and 
biggest reservation. Civilization is no longer 


content with bread, shields (err, hammers), 
and coins. It's not even content with Civ III's 
luxuries and those restrictive strategic re- 
sources that wouldn't let you build tanks or 
knights. Now the world is festooned with 
crabs, dye, pigs, clams, and bananas, all re- 
quiring their own techs, all developed with 
specific improvements like nets, camps, 
plantations, pastures, farms, quarries, and 
wineries, along with windmills, cottages, 
and water wheels. Who has time for all that? 
I'm supposed to let the Al do it? | might as 
well just let the computer play the whole 
game for me. 

Which is what it felt like at first. I'm doing 
my thing, shuffling units around, picking 
techs, and growing cities. And all the while, 
this elaborate and slightly overbearing land- 
scape is growing around me, with little build- 
ings that move and rustle and fume. What's 
going on here? I'm not one to just let things 
happen while | play. | want to know what the 


[above] Almost every element of the 
game is well-documented... within 
the game. [left] That Gandhi is just 
too cute. 


hell those things were and 
what exactly they were doing. 
So, | sulked and muttered 
about how Civ IlI was better. 


Steve: Which left me puzzled, 
as | was already hooked. But | 
approach Civa lot differently. | 
rarely play it at its hardest difficulty levels, 
so I've never bothered to totally wrap my 
brain around all of its rules. When | play, it’s 
to explore random maps and expand. Only 
when pushed do | go for exterminate. As for 
exploit, l'm a nice leader. 

When | start a game, | rarely look for a 
leader who matches my style of play. When 
choosing what to research, | often do it ona 
whim and rarely follow the same optimized 
path each time. l'm what you'd call a casual 
player. A hardcore casual player. 


Tom: Since I'm playing Felix to Steve's 
Oscar, | couldn't bear to let the game keep 
charging ahead without me. But to Firaxis’ 
credit, it didn't take long for me to come 
around. The maps in Civ IV are almost like 
living worlds, and that’s only partly for how 
the 3D graphics come alive as your empire 
develops. It's more for how tightly the rules 
are woven into the world. Geography and 


gameplay, resources and tactics, gems and 
butter, bread and circuitry. They're part of 
an intelligent design in which technology, 
Cities, workers, and resources interact. It's 
hard to understand without playing, and it's 
a bit scary at first, but it's ultimately a beau- 
tiful and intricate system. 

As an example, as you discover certain 
techs, you can "improve" certain resources. 
With the Calendar technology, you're able 
to build plantations on bananas, dye, silk, 
sugar, and spices (I don't know what calen- 
dars and plantations have to do with each 
other, but Leonard Nimoy—yes, Leonard 
Nimoy—explains this sort of stuff in a 
voiceover). The plantation improves a tile's 
yield if it's within a city radius. For instance, 
bananas are +1 food, but with a plantation, 
they're +2 food. So far, so good. 

In addition, with a plantation, each of the 
above resources gives a bonus to every city 
connected by a trade network. Bananas give 
you a hearty boost to health (an elegant city 
growth modifier that replaces the thankfully 
departed pollution), while the others each 
give your cities a -1 happiness bonus. But it 
doesn't stop there. If you have a theatre in a 
city with dye, the city gets an additional +1 
happiness. There are similar bonuses for 
markets with silk, and grocers with spices or 
sugar. It's all part of an elaborate synergy be- 
tween the map, your technologies, and your 
Cities. And once you wrap your head around 
it, the world takes on a whole new shape. It's 
not necessarily micromanagement as it is a 
wider range of choices that open them- 
selves to 101 viable strategies. It's enough to 
recapture that thrill you felt when you first 
played Civilization. Oh, brave new world that 
hath such rules in it! 

And most importantly, it makes perfect 
sense. My marketplaces are especially effec- 
tive with silk and spices. My people are hap- 
pier because the theatres have more elabo- 
rately dyed costumes. My cities grow faster 
because I'm importing a variety of food, in- 
cluding bananas from that nasty jungle to 
the south. It's the stuff of civilizations. And 
all because I—or the Al—plop down planta- 
tions where they belong. 


Steve: Even if you're not the type to care- 
fully analyze the relationship between ba- 
nanas and health, Civ IV does a lot to make 
strategy more clear, usually by suggesting, 
“Hey, dummy, do this.’ It's a testament to 
the improved AI that these recommenda- 
tions are often worth considering. 
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REVIEWS 


Tom: They make the game accessible with- 
out just playing it for you. A hallmark of the 
Civ series has always been how easy it is for 
new players to sit down, tinker for a bit, and 
suddenly find themselves in the middle of a 
full-blown game. 


Steve: Exactly. But even if | ignore the sug- 
gestions, | find it hard not to follow a fairly 
fixed path through a few major points: 
Feudalism, Gunpowder, Philosophy, 
Democracy, Railroad, and so on. Your 
mileage may vary. But the journey to those 
points is more interesting, with more varia- 
tion. The tech tree used to be all but fixed; 
you needed to discover A and B in order to 
get C. Now there are a lot of "ors" As in, A or 
B can get you to C. 


Tom: In one game, | made a beeline for 
Philosophy, bypassing Music, Mathematics, 
Literature, and so forth. My goal was cul- 
tural enlightenment and | didn't need any 
damn art or religion, much less masonry or 
metalworking. This made it more conven- 
ient for the French when they showed up to 
help themselves to my cities. But it was a 
choice | had nevertheless. 


Steve: There's also a lot more flexibility 
with the new Civics system too. You 
choose a civic for each of five categories— 
government, legal, labor, economy, and re- 
ligion—which can lead to some bizarre 
combinations. Anyone for an 
Environmentalist Police State with a Caste 
System? How about a Theocratic 
Bureaucracy with a Free Market economy? 
Why would you want that? Why not? 
There's never a downside to any civic. Well, 
there is in that some are better than oth- 
ers, but none have negatives. Which is 
weird when it comes to Slavery. 


Tom: To be fair, whenever any civilization in 
the game discovers Democracy and imple- 
ments the Emancipation civic, all civs with- 
out it take a happiness hit. You go, Lincoln! 
Fans of "Brian Reynold's Sid Meier's 
Alpha Centauri" will recognize that game's 
Social Engineering system as the inspira- 
tion for Civics, which Johnson readily ad- 
mits in the afterward. But whereas Social 
Engineering let you determine the basic 
rules for Alpha Centauri, Civ IV's Civics are 
basically tweaks, any one of which might 
be handy in different situations. At first 
blush, it does seem like they progress from 
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[above] Once you discover “Hollywood,” 
movies become a tradable good. [right] Let 
Uncle Sid Meier walk you through the game 
in the tutorial. 


best to worst, usually along a line 
of cultural enlightenment. 

Another one of my early reserva- 
tions was the new model for reli- 
gion, which at first seemed like a 
sort of culture subgame. 


Steve: Religion’s impact in the early 

game is significant, though it initially seems 
useless. But then you start to appreciate the 
importance of the different religious build- 
ings. Once a particular religion has taken 
hold in a city, you can build temples to 
boost happiness and monasteries to boost 
research. The more religions, the more of 
each you can build. And if you're the 
founder of a religion and you manage to 
get a Great Prophet (there are distinct kinds 
of Great People, each with unique abilities), 
you can build a shrine that collects income 
(from all civs) based on how popular a reli- 
gion is. 

The only downside is that there is no real 
downside, though your neighbors are often 
unhappy if you've chosen a “heathen” state 
religion. It's enough to start wars. Wars over 
religion? Preposterous, | say! 


Tom: It's a great idea to model religions as 


out-of-control ideas that “infect” populations. 


| am disappointed that Firaxis felt the need 
to play it so safe by making each religion ex- 
actly like every other one. They differ only by 
how early they're introduced. It's also a little 
strange to have Rome founding Hinduism or 


You will begi: 


the Germans with Judaism as their state reli- 
gion, but | guess I'll get used to it the same 
way | got used to the Americans building the 
Pyramids in Washington, D.C. 


Steve: One of my favorite Wonders is the 
new U.N. The leader can choose what to 
vote on, from boosting trade income, forc- 
ing everyone to adopt certain civics, or 
even imposing a nuclear non-proliferation 
treaty. This might piss you off if you're 
happy with your Fascist Police State or if 
you're working on the Manhattan Project. 

In the case of the latter scenario, even if 
you stop, you don't lose your progress or 
transfer those shields to another project. 
Instead, you keep them in case you decide 
to restart. It's one of those changes that's 
both more "real" and better for gameplay, 
like dropping corruption, riots and pollution 
and replacing them with a more general 
health and happiness. (All of which make 
the endgame way more bearable.) 


Tom: You can also more closely manage 
what your cities do with the new specialists in 
each city. You can pull people out of the fields 


to jigger your production with artists, engi- 
neers, scientists, or priests, who are are un- 
locked as you discover new techs and build 
certain structures. Each specialist gives you 
points towards a Great Person, who can then 
be used any number of ways to give your civi- 
lization the sort of historic leg-up that comes 
from a Beethoven, Einstein, or Elvis. 


Steve: One of my favorite rude tricks to pull 
on an unsuspecting civilization is the 
“Culture Bomb.’ Send a Great Artist to an 
outlying city, preferably one on a contested 
border, and have him create a Great Work. 
Boom, insta-border move, and if you're 
lucky you might even take over a city (as- 
suming you have "Culture Flip" enabled). 
You can even click on a square to see ex- 
actly how much cultural influence you have 
at a border. 

For more fun with numbers, alt-click an 
adjacent enemy unit to see your chances of 
winning that particular fight. This is great 
for me, since | have a tendency to ignore all 
of the bonuses and send too many troops 
to their death. 


Tom: There's a much stronger tactical ele- 
ment to the combat. Unit attack, defense, 
and hit points are distilled down to a single 
strength value, which is heavily modified by 
tactical circumstances. 

But then there are the special skills units 
learn as they level up. That's right, level up. 
Units have experience points, which allow. 
you to glom your choice of combat bonuses 
onto them when they ding. That's right, 
ding. RPG elements, anyone? 

Like many other things about Civ IV, 1 
hated this at first. But theres something 
about building your own unit that fosters a 
sense of attachment above and beyond 
whether it's a veteran or elite. | made these 
little guys. | chose their upgrades personally. 
They're mine. And these little tactical nu- 
ances are minor enough that they don't drive 
the action so much as lend it flavor. After all, 
what's the odd +/-25% among enemies? 


Steve: So much of this stuff can be ig- 
nored—you can even have the units auto- 
upgrade—though there's little reason to do 
so since it's right there in front of you. 
Firaxis has really improved its interface and 
data presentation. This thing could be 
spreadsheet hell, and it's not. 


maculately documented game, and this 
time it's not just a matter of the manual and 
the civilopedia. It's refreshing to see so 
much data broken down in the tool tips. 
Want to know exactly what's causing so 
much "unhealth" in your city? Hover the 
mouse over the green icky faces and you 
get a detailed list of what's causing what. 
And Soren Johnson's superlative afterword 
is a must-read for anyone interested in 
game design. It's the equivalent of a direc- 
tor's commentary, and 2K Games deserves a 
tip of the hat for giving him so many pages. 


Steve: There's a manual? 


Tom: One area of the game l'm still disap- 
pointed in is the multiplayer. Firaxis has 
been teasing us with some fancy new multi- 
player features, most notably a “Pit Boss" 
mode, which is sort of like a dedicated 
server that players can log into to make 
their moves. Plenty of PBEM games have 
used this model, and Civ would be a natural. 
Unfortunately, all we're getting in the re- 
lease is the same thing Firaxis has tried in 
the past. It should make for a great multi- 
player game if you can hook up with a 
handful of patient people, either for simul- 
taneous turns or round-robin. But I’m a bit 
worried about what sort of compromises 
will be made with combat and diplomacy. 


Steve: There's multiplayer? 

| have a hard time wrapping my brain 
around multiplayer Civ, even though the 
modes in Civ IV are interesting. The omission 
of the Pit Boss feature at launch doesn't 
have much of an impact on my overall opin- 
ion of the game, however. 

Which is pretty positive at this point. 
Pretty extremely positive. Effusive, even. I'm 
sitting here right now thinking of new 
strategies and approaches. Across the 
board, there isn't a single change | can think 
of that hasn't greatly enhanced the game. 


Tom: Once past all the caveats about how 
this version isn't final, yadda yadda yadda, 
the bottom line for me is that this is one of 
the most exciting games l've seen this year. 
Pretty much everything that | was skeptical 
about became something | absolutely loved. 
The final test, and an important question 
to ask yourself when dealing with any se- 
quel, is whether you'd be able to go back to 
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an earlier version. With Civilization IV, the 


Tom: Civilization has always been an im- answer is absolutely not. B 
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The D&D real-time strategy game Dragonshard is one of the year's big surprises BY KELLY WAND 


D&Dcraft 


ragonshard is a charming surprise. Instead of the generic 

WarCrafterbirth wantonly peppered with D&D terminology 

that was presumably envisioned by Atari's marketing depart- 
ment, Liquid Entertainment's lively and lovely RPRTSG (that's “role- 
playing real-time strategy game” for the acronym impaired) tran- 
scends its potentially dopey marketing gimmick with elegance 
and depth. The RPG elements intended to fulfill the expected 
“story” demands of its dual single-player campaigns are pretty 
bread-and-butter—a race for an otherworldly crystalline artifact, a 
wisecracking rogue, and soliloquies on revenge and ancientness 
all figure prominently—but Dragonshard takes its real-time strat- 
egy seriously, It incorporates the dungeon-crawling and treasure- 
raiding angles with a seamless grace that was barely hinted at in 
earlier versions. Creeping in WarCraft is pointless and perfunctory; 
in Dragonshard, it's visually striking and mandatory. 

Although drawn from D&D's new quasi-steampunk Eberron 
campaign setting, the three playable races all conform to immedi- 
ately recognizable RTS tropes. The Order of the Flame is your stan- 
dard anthropomorphic bunch of humans, elves, and dwarves; the 
Lizardfolk are reptilian, tribal, green, and Zerg-like, and the dark, 
creepy Umbragen are the thalidomide stepchildren of the undead 
and Protoss; the austere, no-nonsense worshippers of chaos and 
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Liquid Entertainment 


om 


Atari Teen 1.5GHz CPU; 512MB RAM 
haunted technology that no RTS would be complete without. 
Each race comes with four heroes to choose from, as well as an 
even pricier, race-specific “juggernaut” useful for rubbing oppo- 
nents’ faces in during the endgame. 

Unlike most RTS games that let you build anywhere, 
Dragonshard forces you to make broad tactical choices right from 
the start. Radiating from the four sides of your main HQ are four 
quads of four “blocks,” each of which can support sixteen build- 
ings. Each can produce one of ten unit types, but the number of 
production facilities also governs how many units you can make. 
Placing more buildings of the same type adjacent to one another 
also lets you level up units by spending the experience points you 
collect by finishing quests and killing monsters and opponents. 
Higher-level units get more hit points and mana, deal more dam- 
age, and gain access to more powerful abilities. 

Alternatively, you can build monuments for global enhance- 
ments to your units, like damage bonuses or faster movement. 
With limited real estate and replenishable resources, it's common 
to raze and switch out buildings on the fly, depending on your 
needs of the moment. Some units harvest resources faster, for in- 
stance, but can be phased-out once your armies are big enough to 
shore up the difference. As a turtling deterrent, your base de- 


fenses are limited to ini- 
tially useless walls and 
towers, although they can 
be upgraded to shoot 
projectiles at invaders 
and automatically re- 
paired during battle. 
Expansions consisting of 
only four blocks apiece lie 
scattered across most 
maps but can’t be struc- 
turally reinforced. 

The game's two pri- 
mary resources are gold 
and dragonshards. 
Although gold is accrued 
automatically at a slug- 
gish rate, sparkling heaps 
of it can be won by delv- 
ing into underworld dun- 
geons with your units via 
well-marked entrances lo- 
cated around the map. 
Once inside, you get to 
kill monsters and open chests, some of which are accessible only 
to high-level rogues. Dragonshards, which bear a more than pass- 
ing resemblance to StarCraft's mineral deposits, can be found only 
on the surface, strewn in tidy clusters after they periodically rain 
down from the sky. Both resources are necessary to make units, 
and, considering how small most of the maps are, battle over fluc- 
tuating resource locations tends to constitute much of the game- 
play. To help hasten such confrontations, each race conveniently 
comes with a unit that harvests resources faster. When promoted 
to level two, they can cast a Find Resources spell that lifts the fog 
of war momentarily to show the locations of the latest shardfalls. 

Resources are only one variable to consider. Giant shrines called 
Places of Power—found both above and below the sur- 
ace—grant global stat bonuses to your units, and you 
can win instantly if you maintain control of a majority of 
these for three consecutive minutes. You can also win by 
inding and controlling four "seals of light,’ hazy white 
artifacts that drop randomly off monsters underground. 
The catch is that when you pick one up, the carrying 
unit's location is revealed to all players until it reaches 
home, leaving it vulnerable to interception en route. 
Thankfully, this stuff can be disabled for gamers of in- 
tegrity who shrewdly perceive such cheap backdoor vic- 
tories as effeminate outrages against humanity.) 

Part of the obvious fun of Dragonshard is running into 
archetypal D&D denizens, like Gelatinous Cubes, 
Beholders, and Umber Hulks, along with immediately 
getting to spend the bounty from such battles on rais- 
ing great armies. But just as engaging are the subtle nu- 
ances of gameplay, as you finally get the hang of the 
game's moebius strip of checks and balances. You can 
make flying units off the bat; while their speed lets you 


[left] You can always just take the treasure 
and run, but that sure isn't what Tolkien's 
heroes would have done (exception: The 
Hobbit). [right] Jugger this! 


Easy А Player 


This ought to balance the “scales” and give your opponent a real head-“drake.” 


quickly seize control of key real estate on the surface, they can't 
harvest shards or go underground. Invisible rogues would seem to 
make ideal spies and explorers, but detector units spot them in- 
stantly, and their trap-disarming skills are sorely needed in dun- 
geons. Is dumping 400 in resources for basic tower defenses worth 
it early on, or should you double your initial army/dungeon party 
size? Most players will instinctively fill one "block" with melee, an- 
other with magic, and another with ranged units, but maybe the 
fourth will be a constantly changing hodgepodge of harvesters, 
flyers, and siege. Or maybe, between judicious monument and 
building deployment, you can win by simply massing the most 
uber-poison archers ever. 

Dragonshard is not without its rough edges. There are too few 
maps, and most of them are simply too small to comfortably sup- 
port the game's concepts (even with dungeons doubling the 
acreage). The absence of a game speed slider kills the possibility of 
studying battle finesse. Some Places of Power are within a razor's 
breadth of the map edge. Pathing bugs can afflict your units un- 
derground; the most annoying one has them falling off bridges 
and getting stuck in the water below. The А! can be arbitrarily pas- 
sive: sometimes your units need prodding to harvest nearby re- 
sources or attack, and, since you can't set their behavior to defen- 
sive, there's not much you can do but babysit them. 

Regardless, Dragonshard works. Whether or not most aficiona- 
dos are willing to admit it, playing pen-and-paper D&D back in the 
day involved a lot of tedium and complexity for its own sake. More 
often than not, things would devolve into anal-retentive bureau- 
cracy or alpha male pissing contests. What made the franchise en- 
dure wasn't the combat system—better ones were always coming 
out—or the "brand" itself, but the creativity of the players. Their 
passion and imagination made the experience more visceral than 
just rolling weird dice. 

Dragonshard is more concerned with recapturing the long-lost 
energy of those dorky all-night sessions than with remaining faith- 
ful to the math and canon per se. It knocks more ideas out of the 
park than most games even bother to swing at. W 
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X-Men Legends II: 


Rise of Apocalypse 


Action-packed, simple, and addic- 
tive—just like real comic books 


Lob db. 1 


Genre Long-underwear Beat-'em-up/RPG 
Developer Raven Software/Beenox Studios 
Publisher Activision ESRB Teen 
Requirements 1.2 GHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


t's confusing being an X-Men fan. First of 
| all, you have to track 40 years of continu- 

ity. Then you have to account for retcons, 
differences between Marvel's traditional 
and Ultimate universes, movies and car- 
toons, and enough deaths and resurrections 
to make Jesus jealous. 

So even a diehard X-fan, with whole clos- 
ets devoted to back issues featuring 
Professor X and the gang, will have trouble 
figuring out the backstory in X-Men Legends 
Il: The Rise of Apocalypse. With a plot that 
mixes the movies, the TV shows, and both 
classic and Ultimate Marvel, it's hard to keep 
track of who's who. Thankfully, it doesn't 
matter. Much like in the first, console-only 
edition in this series, you can appreciate the 
fast-moving action even if you know noth- 
ing about the tortured history of comic- 
аот mutant soap opera. 

That isn't entirely a good thing. 
Developer Raven Software has so thor- 
oughly dispensed with building a plot that 
the story is disjointed. The big hook is that 
the X-Men have joined their arch-enemies 
in Magneto’s Brotherhood of Mutants to 
fight a villain called Apocalypse. But noth- 
ing is revealed about why this baddie war- 
rants such an unlikely alliance, or about the 
background of the conflict between heroes 
like Cyclops and Wolverine, and heels such 
as Juggernaut and Mystique. Seasoned X- 
readers will clue in right away; others will 
want a scorecard. 

Still, as much as a developed plot would be 
nice, it isn't necessary in a game this simplis- 
tic. Like its predecessor, X-Men Legends Il plays 
like Diablo with protagonists in long under- 
wear. Action takes place in lightning-fast real 
time, so there isn't any strategic depth. Style 
of play is far more frenetic than in the other 
superhero RTS franchise for the PC, Irrational 
Games’ contemplative Freedom Force. 

Assignments are handed out by bossman 
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Professor X in hubs, and you se- 
lect a team composed of four X- 
Men and Brotherhood mutants to 
carry out objectives. You need a 
diverse team with a flier, a 
brawler, and a hero with good 
range attack skills, but that's it. 
The initial foursome of Magneto, 
Cyclops, Wolverine, and Storm 
works so well that there isn't 
much need for tinkering beyond 
occasionally subbing in heroes 
with specific skills (Nightcrawler's 
teleportation talents are handy 
when bypassing forcefields, for 
instance). 

Abilities are similar from one 
hero to another, too. There isn't 
much difference between ripping 
up a bad guy with the claws of 
Wolverine or Sabretooth and blast- 
ing a foe from afar with Cyclops' 
optic blasts or Storms lightning 
bolts. Preference often comes 
down to which member of the X- 
Men or Brotherhood you like the 
most, or which has the coolest- 
looking special effects when they 
show off their mutations. 

Teammates attack and defend 
admirably on autopilot. You can 
blast through missions control- 
ling one mutant from start to fin- 
ish, aside from the odd mutant-specific mo- 
ment when you need to do something like 
use Magneto's magnetic powers to build a 
bridge with scrap metal. There's a whiff of 
Dungeon Siege here, in that you can snooze 
through levels and let the artificial intelli- 
gence handle the heavy work. You don't 
even have to bother with manually levelling 
up characters or doling out the equipment 
you discover, as the game has an auto- 
mated option that handles these functions 
pretty nicely. 

Despite all that, this is one catchy game. 
There is a level grind going on here, empha- 
sized with linear design in tunnel-heavy lo- 
cales like Magneto's Genosha, the Weapon X 
military base, and even the jungles of the 
Savage Land. But action is so incessant and 
missions so short that the thrill of punching 
out evil mutants and their henchmen never 
grows tedious. 

Also, there's a co-op option that allows 
you to buddy up online and play the cam- 
paign with three friends, a Danger Room 
skirmish mode, and console-ish goodies like 


= Fis 


Cocossus то 


[top] The optometrist realized his mistake as soon as he told 
Cydops to read the eye chart. [above] Relive the Bronze Age of 
comics with a selection of retro X-togs like Wolverine's classic yel- 
low outfit. 


hidden comics and sketchbooks. The only 
sore spot is that there isn't enough interest- 
ing hardware to collect. An action RPG 
should have cooler goodies than waist- 
bands and coats. 

Characters noticeably increase in power 
with added levels and gain nasty-looking at- 
tacks like Wolverine's whirling Claw Flurry, 
where he spins like the Tasmanian Devil. 
Audio effects are loud and brash, comic-book 
fight scenes come to life, and voice-acting 
evokes the over-the-top melodrama of X-Men 
comics (although some actors really push it, 
particularly the guy who voices Russian 
Colossus like Boris from Rocky and Bullwinkle). 

X-Men Legends Il: Rise of Apocalypse is a 
hard game to critique, because there isn't a 
lot here that's innovative or interesting on 
paper. With a mouse or gamepad in hand, 
however, it's one of those likeably repetitive 
games that develops a rhythm that's hard to 
resist. Especially if you've been following 
the comic-book adventures of these un- 
canny superheroes for the past few 
decades. -Brett Todd 


revisionist history 


By Troy S. Goodfellow 


М00 and MOM 


Two modest leaps for mankind 


exploiting, and exterminating—is as old as Empire, the term 

itself didn't appear until the post-Civilization turn-based 
strategy boom of the early 1990s. The problem was that every. 
game invited comparison with Sid Meier's distinct and ingenious 
design. So the best way to deflect comparison was to send 
gamers to strange new worlds. There were two options: put 
them in the future or send them 
to a mythical past. Simtex did 
both and created two titles that 
stand with Civilization as land- 
marks in turn-based strategy. 

1993's Master of Orion is indis- 
putably a classic. Simtex 
founders Steve Barcia and Ken 
Burd started with a space con- 
quest game called Star Lords. 
They passed it around, and it 
came to the attention of Alan 
Emrich, the strategy guide au- 
thor and columnist who had 
coined the term 4X. A few 
tweaks to the underlying model 
led to the space conquest game 
that changed the industry. A 
highly regarded sequel would 
appear three years later. To their 
eternal credit, neither Barcia nor 
Burd had anything to do with 
the infamous Master of Orion 3, 
which has most likely killed the 
series forever. 

The fantasy world game Master 
of Magic was published in 1995. It looked just like Civilization, 
right down to the city screens, but had races with specializations 
and unique armies, both natural and supernatural. It was much 
Closer to the original Civilization model, but with elves. Since it 
didn't attract the fans that MOO did (they've been affectionately 
dubbed МОО and МОМ), there was only a muted and unheard 
clamor for a sequel. 

Both games were clearly derivative of the Civilization formula. 
Both had “goody huts,’ whether in the form of loot-filled dun- 
geons or planets with artifacts. The main idea was to improve 
your planets or outposts until they became contributing mem- 


T hough the concept of the 4X game— exploring, expanding, 


bers of your society and could crank out armies. Settlers or 
colonists expanded your empire, and Al-controlled powers 
would try to stop you. Throw in some diplomacy. You know the 
drill by now. But the Simtex games did make two major contri- 
butions that changed the way all future 4X would be viewed. 

Before the MOO era, most games didn't have asymmetric sides 
or races. You might get unique units at most. But Master of Orion 
turned biology into destiny. Some races were better at science. 
Others excelled at production. In Master of Magic, the divisions 
between the races were based on the types of magic they mas- 
tered, which were very much like mana colors in a Magic the 
Gathering deck. Now almost all 4X strategy differentiates factions 
with bonuses and penalties, but this wasn't design dogma until 
Simtex did it. 

The other big step forward was to put tactics into the strategy 
mix by letting you play with your armies in battle mode. This was 
something Sid Meier had always avoided because he didn't like 
how it broke the game into two separate layers, strategic and 
tactical. But Simtex did it anyway. In MOO, you could design your 
own ships however the hell you 
wanted. Big ships, little ships, fat 
ships, cheap ships, whatever. In a 
historical setting, my archer and 
your archer aren't all that differ- 
ent. But sci-fi is all about making 
the ultimate starship and seeing 
how it fares. It’s the Enterprise ver- 
sus the Millennium Falcon for all 
the marbles. Similarly, MOM let 
you build custom armies out of 
different units, a feature you 
would later see in games like 
Disciples and Kohan. 

You can't overestimate the im- 
portance of these changes. Alpha 
Centauri's factions are very similar 
to those you would find in MOO. 
RTSs quickly progressed from the 
cosmetic differences in Dune II 
and the early WarCraft games to 
the dramatic variation in StarCraft 
and the specialization in the Age 
of Empires games. Though other 
games had allowed tactical 
minigames, none had offered the 
customization and sense of ownership that Simtex gave you. 

The good die young. Part of the glory of the Simtex era is 
that the developer vanished so quickly. It only made four 
games: the first two Master of Orion games, Master of Magic, 
and a boardgame conversion called 1830: Railroads and Robber 
Barons. Work on Guardians of Justice, a superhero tactical com- 
bat game much like an early Freedom Force, progressed too 
slowly for publisher MicroProse, which cancelled the game, a 
move that led to the demise of Simtex. But for all Simtex's 
brevity, like the game that obviously inspired it, its contribu- 
tions stand the test of time. BM 
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Serial Killer Demonic Possession Apocalypse 
Conspiracy Movie Quantic Dream 
Atari Mature 
800MHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


ate in the game, Indigo Prophecy 

shrugs and effectively says "Eh... | got 

nuthin” At that point, it abandons the 
taut compelling story that had served it so 
well in favor of a series of kitchen sink plot 
developments that will have you wait-a- 
minute-ing to yourself until you reach one 
of the game's three different endings. It is a 
tremendous shame, because right up until 
it abdicates all reason and logic, Indigo 
Prophecy makes a serious bid to seize a top 
spot in your personal Top Ten Games of All 
Time list. That it still manages to make a 
compelling case for a lower position is tes- 
tament to how great everything is up to, 
and in spite of, the later lapses. 

Indigo Prophecy manages this by intro- 
ducing lots of action to the petrified adven- 
ture genre. Not just twitch-based action 
(there is some), but action in terms of story, 
character, and presentation. It starts with a 
bang, with the primary character commit- 
ting a grisly murder in a restaurant rest- 
room. After the killing, you seize control of 
the killer, Lucas Kane, and it's up to you 


One of the action sequence 
mini-games at work. 
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Three fava beans and half a bottle of Chianti 
away from a blatant rip-off. [right] Most 
chapters begin by giving you an option of 
which character to play. 


make good your escape. But instead of 
having you look for hot spots to click 
on, or asking you to fiddle with a slew 
of inventory objects, Indigo Prophecy 
wants you to actually do the things 
you need to make good your escape. 
Need to hide the body? Then grab it 
and start pounding on the controller 
hard and fast enough to lug it into a 
stall. Want to hide the evidence? Grab 
a mop and get that controller moving 
to swab up the blood before the cop head- 
ing your way opens the door. 

It's like that for every action in the game, 
however mundane: From opening cabinet 
doors and shutting windows to dodging 
bullets and hanging from helicopter rails, 
you need to move your controller in order 
to get things done. It might sound weak— 
who really wants to pour wine?—but it 
serves to draw you into the game, keeping 
you mentally engaged throughout by keep- 


ing you physically engaged. The only draw- 
back to the controls is that the mouse/key- 
board combo doesn't really cut it, especially 
during the action sequences. Invest in a 
dual stick gamepad. 

That gamepad is invaluable during big 
action sequences. These confrontations are 
mini-games, where you basically play Simon 
Says with the game, matching control 
moves flashed on the screen. Again, this ap- 
proach makes an essentially story-driven 
game a more kinetic, involving experience 
as you help Lucas run across a wall to es- 
cape the cultists who've possessed his body 
by pounding on the trigger buttons. Your 
physical exertion—if not your carpal tunnel 
syndrome—and resulting exhaustion ap- 
proximate Lucas: Even quieter, tense mo- 
ments are enhanced by the mini-games, 
such as when you need to control Lucas’ 
breathing lest he betray his hiding spot 
from a cop searching his ex-girlfriend's 
apartment. The only drawback here is that 
you can miss some of the thrilling action 
playing onscreen since you're so focused on 
the superimposed control prompts. 

Four characters are playable (and you get 
frequent opportunities to decide who you'll 
play as next) but you chiefly play as either 


Lucas or Carla Valenti, the detective tracking 
him down. It all sounds very breathless (and 
its short eight hour playtime would seem to 
reinforce that), but Indigo Prophecy is not a 
nonstop helter skelter thrill ride. In fact, it's 
the game's ability to confidently present so 
many lower key moments that truly make it 
shine. Indigo Prophecy takes time to build 
relationships, between Carla and her neigh- 
bor, Carla and her partner Tyler, Tyler and 
his girlfriend, Lucas and his brother, and 
more. By taking the time to slow down and 
examine the people in the game beyond 
whom they're shooting at or running from, 
their story becomes that much deeper and 
more affecting. It's emotional action, the 
sort of thing you only see in movies. 

And that shouldn't be too much of a sur- 
prise because Indigo Prophecy so un- 
abashedly wants to be cinematic that the 
menu prompt for a new game is "New 
Movie" While countless other games have 
striven to be “like playing a movie,’ Indigo 
Prophecy succeeds by doing more than pay- 
ing lip service to the things that make good 
movies good: strong writing, solid acting, 
inventive camerawork, and smart editing. 
And the Angelo Badalamenti-penned 
soundtrack sure doesn't hurt. Indigo 
Prophecy isn't perfect, but that doesn't keep 
it from being brilliant. -Robert Coffey 


NHL 06 


It’s not entirely unlike hockey 


Xxx 


Genre Hockey-like Sport 
Developer/Publisher EA Sports ESRB Everyone 
Requirements 800MHz CPU; 128MB RAM 
H knees and beg EA Sports to never, ever 
purchase the exclusive license for the 
National Hockey League. Taking away the 
bliss that is 2K Games' NHL 2K series on the 
consoles and leaving hockey nuts with the 
NHL series as their only alternative is tanta- 
mount to cruel and unusual punishment. 
Last year, the series hit a low point with 
bizarre gameplay that not only was typically 
unrealistic but also lacked the usual “fun” 
up-and-down action of an EA Sports hockey 


game. NHL 06 brings back some of the fun, 
but any semblance of realism is gone, 


ockey fans should get down on their 


tossed out the window іп a dizzying array of 
one-timers, 80 MPH backhands, goalies that 
flop for no reason whatsoever, and spinning 
dekes that would make Gretzky blush. 

The Al remains the games biggest issue. 
Even on the most difficult settings, the CPU 
defense plays the role of a bullfighter on ice, 
allowing offense players to swiftly skate into 
their zone, unleashing slapshots at will. 
Passes are rarely, if ever, off target unless 
they are blocked or intercepted. As a result 
the game breaks down into a mad dash up 
and down the ice, back and forth, over, and 
over, and over again. There is no strategy. 
This is fast-break hockey that you'd see in an 


[top] He wishes he really had that smile. [above] Nothing like the 86 MPH backhand! 


open skate on the weekends rather than 
what you see in the NHL. 

In fairness, this is a better game simply in 
terms of goofy fun compared to last year. 
Playing speed hockey with a buddy is ad- 
mittedly a good time, in spurts, but if you 
take your computer hockey seriously, you 
either need to play a text sim like Eastside 
Hockey Manager or get yourself an Xbox 
and dive into NHL 2K6. 

Dead-on realism is not the be-all-end-all 
of sports games, but the problems with NHL 
06 go beyond its authenticity issues. The 
gameplay is just monotonous, which slams 
the nail in its coffin. -William Abner 
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Sometimes you сап say more with less. Here's а 
slightly shorter analysis of some recent games. 


Turn-based Absurdity Team 17 
Majesco Games Teen 
1GHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


here are few immutable truths in this 

world, but Siddhartha Gautama man- 

aged to nail down four noble ones that 
were so incisive, they've been passed down 
for centuries: The origin of suffering is the 
attachment to desire, Sean Connery is the 
best James Bond, biscuits and gravy is good 
eatin, and nothing says "fun" like 
mucous-slathered invertebrates 
tossing off squeaky-voiced ri- 
postes while slaughtering each 
other with heavy weaponry. 

Scholars readily concede the 

first three claims, but the fourth's 
veracity has been the crux of 
many debates. The stalwart lads 
at Team 17, however, have left lit- 
tle room for doubt. They've zeal- 
ously preached the gospel with 


"QB Vision needs glasses." 


[right] Deck your worms before they deck 
each other. [below] Smells like victory. 


Sequel called “Stay Away.” 


Have some four-word reviews of your own? 
Send them to editor@cgonline.com 
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their popular Worms series, releasing no less 
than ten titles in as many years. Though a 
few recent installments have diverged from 
the core gameplay, this turn-based strategy 
classic returns to its roots with the numeri- 
cally challenged Worms 4: Mayhem. This lat- 
est chapter in the silly saga proves there is 
still life in the franchise, even if it might 
taste a bit stale to the faithful. 

All the familiar hallmarks are present: 
teams of witty wrigglies squirm around fan- 
cifully destructible landscapes, blasting 
their brethren with a huge selection of ar- 
maments both ridiculous and sublime. Like 
its more modern predecessors, Worms 4 em- 
braces the third dimension; old pros that 
easily finessed factors like launch power, fir- 
ing angle, and wind speed in the earlier 2D 
titles must now adapt to the added depth. 

Unfortunately, the newest features are de- 
cidedly shallow. Choosing outfits for your 
team is amusing, but the touted weapon de- 


TEAM DES! GIN 


signer ultimately feels superficial; 
each customized boomstick 
looks different, but they often 
play the same as the already ex- 
cellent stock arsenal. Completing 
missions earns coins for unlock- 
able goodies, but how many 
mustaches can you buy before 
the thrill is gone? 

Still, the series has lasted this 
long for a reason. While the 
story and challenge modes are 
forgettable, multiplayer re- 
mains the heart of the Worms 

- games. You can't help but gig- 
gle when unleashing a Bovine 
Blitz on up to four of your pals 
during hotseat play. Online 
matches are available through 
GameSpy, but opponents have 
been woefully scarce. 

So, is Worms 4: Mayhem the 
same-old, same-old, with a new 
coat of paint? Sort of. Does it 
matter? It depends. If you're a 
burned-out veteran, there's not 
enough fresh meat here to rekindle your 
appetite. If, however, you're a die-hard fan 
or a new convert, it leaves you smiling like a 
Buddha. -Justin Fletcher 


Happy Brain Torture Cyan Worlds 


Ubisoft Everyone 
800MHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


mixture of reverence and sadness hov- 
ers over Myst V: End of Ages, the last 
game in the series. The impact of the 

original on gaming is still felt today, yet the 
need for change has finally pushed our 
gaming grandfather to his last legs. 
Appropriately, original developer Cyan 
Worlds has returned to put our beloved 
Ages to rest. 

Picking up significantly farther in the fu- 
ture than previous titles, the focus is on you, 
the player. You are to decide the fate of a 
mystical tablet, with Yeesha from Myst IV 


Going out on a limb here, 
but I think this is important. 


and a mysterious D'ni man 
called Esher counseling you 
with different advice about 
what to do with this tablet 
in the end. Yeesha drops 

her journals all over the 
place, but you'd think they 
were written by the Sphinx 
from Mystery Men. It be- 
comes laborious and ago- 
nizing to read through 
them all, even to glean im- 
portant clues. On the other 
hand, Esher links in at dif- 
ferent points to say weird or 
helpful things, or just to sketch you out. 

It's rewarding learning to use the new 
and rather innovative slates in Myst V. You 
draw sigils for creatures to follow, and you 
use these directions to solve various scenar- 
ios. Once you get the hang of it, it's an out- 
side-of-the-box gameplay mechanic that 
makes sense—it's pretty cool to be able to 
control your environment in a new way. 

Though the storyline itself isn't as robust 
as previous games, it seems to work in its 
theme to make this path truly yours. 
Ultimately your path forks; there are a few. 
possible endings, but you'll only see one of 
them. Really. The save system automatically 
logs your progress to keep your meddling 
hands off it, so there's no reverting to previ- 


ous points in the story. This means you have 
to replay the entire game simply to watch 
the other endings. Choose wisely. 

Though the idea о “The Choice” is sort of 
a one-trick pony, it does have its appeal, 
and it's supported by the gameplay. 
Ingenious new ways to beat the typically in- 
sane Myst enigmas lends a fresh feeling to 
an old hat, and gives you a greater sense of 
control. It’s about time someone gave you 
the glory for all the hard work you did for 
the last four games. So, while Grandfather 
Myst lays dying, you are right there beside 
him, administering the poison of your 
choice, helping him pass peacefully or oth- 
erwise. And if you're a dork, you're probably 
writing his obituary in D'ni. Tiffany Martin 
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Baltimore Horror Surreal 
Software THQ Mature 
1GHz CPU; 128MB RAM 


hen did Baltimore become horrible? 

Shows like Homicide and The Wire 

showcase a terrible crime rate, and 
any city that had Edgar Allan Poe as a resi- 
dent has to be somewhat creepy and weird. 
So a horror/crime game set in Baltimore 
isn't such a strange idea, right? 

Maybe. Unfortunately, about halfway 
through The Suffering: Ties that Bind, it 
switches from being a moderately interest- 
ing, creepy and weird game to being a seri- 
ously bad mindless action game. Once the 
gunfire becomes more intense, the game- 
play becomes more mundane, frustrating, 
and unsatisfying. 

Its ultimate failure as a game isn't for lack 
of effort. Developer Surreal Software tries 
and tries and tries some more to build an 
edgy and scary version of Baltimore. 
"Cinematic" to a fault, it inexplicably shows 
cutscenes with dirt and hairs on the “film 
(What have you wrought, oh Nine Inch Nails 
“Closer” video?) While the first Suffering was 
an underrated gem, its claustrophobic 
prison setting gave it a stronger focus. Ties 
That Bind picks up where its predecessor 
ended, starting in the same prison but then 
heading out to the contrived and linear 
streets of a Baltimore that has a minor prob- 
lem with demons hanging out in various 


downtown locations. Despite its setting, 
Surreal is never able to establish much of a 
sense of place. It’s more like "Generic Dock 
Area #12” and "Sewer #197” than an inter- 
esting tour of a city most people probably 
couldn't pick out of a lineup (assuming you 
could put cities in a lineup). 

As in the original game, you control a 
character named Torque, and you're having 
another really bad day. When you're not 
being shivved in prison, you're constantly 
having terrible flashbacks to how you aban- 
doned your family and how they were killed 
by crime kingpin Caleb Blackmore. As you 


Some of the flashback scenes are effective and there's a lot of interesting background material. 


Lo 
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explore various locations in the city, you ex- 
perience flashbacks to its sordid history, full 
of serial killers and racists. (Scenes of lynch- 
ings are particularly effective and resonate 
especiallyly strongly as the protagonist is 
African American.) 

The game is overly linear and scripted, 
with monsters constantly respawning to let 
you know you need to do something else to 
trigger the next scene or open a new loca- 
tion. You can play in either first or third per- 
son, but neither is ideal. The heavy combat 
sequences are better played in first person, 
but almost every time you do some sort of 


[top] What would a game be without stationary gun turrets? [above] Watch out; he's packing pipe. 


non-combat activity (climb, manipulate ob- 
jects in the environment), you're abruptly 
shifted back to third person. You're limited 
to two weapons at all times, which seems 
like a cop-out but forces you to make inter- 
esting decisions about which tools of death 
you'll need. And special credit goes to 
Surreal for having you restore your health 
by popping pills called “Xombium.’ (Why 
not just call it"zombie juice"?) 

You meet a number of innocents along 
the way, and how you deal with them (i.e., 


to kill or not to kill?) affects the possibility of 
redemption. See, Torque can still transform 
himself into a physical manifestation of his 
rage; in other words, he becomes a nasty 
creature. Had the game played more with 
this mechanic [mechanism?]—it's more of a 
cheap power-up than something that actu- 
ally matters—and stuck with its initial 
creepy Silent Hill-like vibe instead of veering 
into generic military action, it might have 
been more noteworthy. Instead, it's some- 
thing of a wasted opportunity. -Steve Bauman 


The Sims 2: 
Nightlife 


like to boogie 


kkk 


Genre Lifestyle Expansion Developer Maxis 
Publisher Electronic Arts ESRB Teen 
Requirements The Sims 2 


he original Sims had the Hot Date ex- 

pansion, which was the best of six re- 

leased for the original people simula- 
tor. Nightlife is sort of the Hot Date for Sims 
2, at least thematically. It’s neither as revolu- 
tionary nor as sexy as its antecedent. And it 
will still sell a million copies. 

The new stuff is mostly good. Your little 
dolls (or action figures) now can buy cars of 
their own, so there's no more waiting thirty 
minutes for a taxi to go to a community lot. 
A new "pleasure" aspiration lets you control 
little computer people who live to party. The 
downtown area now has a nice mix of dance 
clubs, pricy restaurants, and bowling alleys. 
You can "group" your Sim's friends, making 
mass outings to the club a lot easier. There's 
safety in numbers on the dating scene. 

Not all the additions work as well. Some 
of the new items are bugged, and there is 
choppiness on some screens. The supernat- 
ural has always clashed with the mundane 


Bowling is not for everyone. 
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life of your average Sim, so the inclusion of 
vampires seems gimmicky. Sims now have 

turn-ons and turn-offs, but they are limited 
to superficial things like hair color, cologne, 
and vampirism. With all the traits that Sims 
get, you would think that some others, like 
neatness, would make the cut. 

The turn-ons are intended to be part of 
the new "date meter,’ but you can have a 
great date by just sticking to the tried and 
true methods of fun, smooching, and back- 


rubs. In fact, a large part of the "it's OK" vibe 


is derived from the simple truth that the 
original game already had a great romantic 
minigame. If anything, romance is easier, 
since you are now told whom you have 


chemistry with and whom you don't. Where 


University opened up the game in novel 
ways, Nightlife merely gives you new places 
to do the same old thing. -Troy S. Godfellow 


Bet on Soldier 


Know when to fold 'em 


ж ^5 
Genre Crappy Euro-game Developer Kylotonn 


Publisher Digital Jesters ESRB Mature 
Requirements 2Ghz CPU; 512MB RAM 


vice you might find in the strategy 
section of a poorly translated game 


manual. “Bet on soldier,’ 


dd B et on soldier” is the sort of bland ad- 


“Rely on healer,’ 
еер eye on rogue,’ that sort of thing. But 
you can't really blame the developers at 
Kylotonn for their game's title, since there's 
a long tradition of non-American develop- 
ers not knowing any better than to give 
their games bad names. Brazil's Varghina 
Incident comes to mind (and doesn't leave 
anytime soon). 

You also can't really blame Kylotonn for 
thinking that the reason so many people 
play Counter-Strike is the shopping at the 
beginning of every round. That's as good a 
theory as any. So in Bet on Soldier, every- 
thing costs money: ammo, healing, 
weapons, even saving your game. Of 
course, everything pays money as well, so 
unless you're punishing yourself at one of 
the higher difficulty levels in an effort to. 
wring more play time from your misguided 
purchasing decision, a lot of this will simply 
be a formality. Money in, money out, you 
just keep shooting. 
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ь to B.o.S! Welcome to В.о.5! 


[top] Even cool robot exoskeletons can't save Bet on Soldier. [above] For the full effect, imagine the sound of 


badly localized trash talking. 


Neither can you blame the developers for 
thinking that people, including Epic Games, 
aren't laughing at the earnest 
gladiatorial/wrestling vibe of Unreal 
Tournament, which is precariously balanced 
between satire and Red State appeal. But it 
looks especially silly to see Europeans doing 
itin their own game. You can't even blame 
Kylotonn for not getting the memo that 
plastic people graphics were old even be- 
fore Doom 3 was using them. The last and 
first game in which it was cool was Riddick 


on the Xbox. 

But you can blame them for having 
wacky non-physics, sad special effects, 
dippy Al, dull '90s-era gunplay, and almost 
endearingly bad animation (the soldiers 
warming up in the training area are stretch- 
ing as if they're about to perform a wicked 
pas de deux). 

And it all takes a long time to load. At 
least you can thank Bet on Soldier for mak- 
ing it easier to go back to boycotting 
Starforce. -Tom Chick 


MotoGP 3 


Grab a handful of throttle and go 


Ж Ж Ж 


Genre Xbox Port Developer Climax 
Publisher THQ ESRB Everyone 


Requirements 1GHz CPU; 128MB RAM 
otoGP 3 is an arcade game mas- 
querading as a simulation. This is ev- 


M ident as soon as you hit the track. 


Each race feels contrived, because it's obvi- 
ous that the computer drivers’ behavior is 
canned. They never react to you, occasion- 
ally wiping you out with their one-line rid- 
ing. While it's occasionally exciting, it wears 
out quickly. 

Though the game shows its Xbox roots 
by not pushing current PC hardware very 
hard, it can be fascinating to look at. Bikes 
and riders move realistically, and the cir- 
cuits are all nicely rendered. Strangely, the 


game is based on the 
2004 season and not the 
current one, meaning that 
famed Laguna Seca is not 
included. That's a big 
omission for bike fans. 
Laguna is about as cool as 
it gets for motorcycles. 
The included real-world 
circuits are all great to 
ride, though, with 
Valencia and Assen as 
standout tracks. Street 
racing is new, but the dull 
road designs can't com- 
pare to the time-tested 
circuits of the champi- 
onship, even if they are prettier to look at. 
Control satisfaction depends largely on 
your choice of device. The game is built for 
analog gamepads like the Xbox controller, 
so if you don't have something similar for 
the PC, take a pass. (The keyboard controls 
are lousy.) Online play is a big feature of the 
console version but isn't that big of a deal 


Engineering Victory 


Raging Tiger and The Falklands War 1982 take war to new heights of complexity. BY TROY S. GOODFELLOW 


on the PC, even though it works. The lack of 
players is unfortunate, because online is the 
only way to make up for the lazy Al. 

There are a million things to unlock, too, 
requiring many hours of single-player play. 
While MotoGP 3 is a good race game, you 
still end up burning out long before you 
have everything. -David J. Long 


and completely baffling, systems in modern computer 

wargaming. Its versatility is demonstrated by its ability to 
simulate both armored combat in the Korea of the near future in 
Raging Tiger (Shrapnel/x X X) and the infantry encounters of 
the recent past in Falklands War 1982 (Ж X X). Both games are 
heavy on menus, options, and multiple mouse clicks for a single 


T he Armored Task Force engine is one of the most complete, 


[left] Walking into an ambush in The Falklands War 1982. [right] Spreading yourself too thin is a big mistake in Raging Tiger. 


task. And both are best left to veteran wargamers. 

Once you get over the initial confusion and find your bearings, 
you find rewarding games that are hampered by a lackluster Al. 
All of the scenarios really come down to proper planning—like 
real wars do—and recognizing when your plan has gone to hell. 
Some game fudges, like knowing your enemy's line of sight, make 
the planning easier. The real-world difficulties in coordinating ar- 
tillery strikes and ground as- 
saults make it harder. 

The computer opponents 
tend to stick with their plan 
even when it's not working. 
This is common in 
wargames, which doesn't 
make it any less annoying. 
Assaults are more interesting 
than defenses, and each sce- 
nario is balanced enough to. 
keep you on your toes. 

Still, only the hardcore 
need enlist. And bring a part- 
ner to fight against. Wl 
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HARDWARE 


technicalities 


by Kevin Rice 


Stagnation Equals 
Innovation 


As processor development stalls, PC developers have 
a chance to squeeze out performance 


success, there's a huge installed base of people with the 

exact same hardware. While the Xbox 3605 release 
plans—complete with various hard drive sizes, multiple on- 
line options, and so on—may alter that future, everyone 
knows that you can make more money appealing to the 
largest possible audiences. 

Console developers have had an advantage for quite 
some time. PC gamers, while sharing a common hobby, 
have more combinations of 
hardware than there are 
stars in the sky, which 
makes development that 
much more challenging. It 
used to be that when a PC 
game was released, half of 
its potential audience did 
have the hardware to play it. 

But for the first time since 
the launch of Windows 95, 
PC gamers are close toa 
standardized hardware plat- 


T he lifespan of a typical console is five or six years. If it's a 


“РС gamers have more combinations of 
hardware than there are stars in the sky." 


form. If you've bought your processor and videocard within 
the past 18-24 months, the chances are good that you can 
run every new game out there at a respectable resolution 
and detail level. 

When Quake III was released, it was one of the first major 
commercial games to require a 3D accelerator. Some people 
balked, others dumped PC gaming, and others bit the bullet 
and upgraded, often spending $500 or more just to play the 
game. As great as Quake | was (and still is), it caused a defi- 
nite rift in the PC game industry. 

In the last few years, processor development—at least as 
far as speeds are concerned—has slowed considerably. Sure, 
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64-bit chips and dual-core processors are available now, but 
both have minimal impact on games. (Today, at least.) 

The same has happened with videocards. Yes, the newest 
models are faster than ones from two years ago, but the fea- 
ture sets are about the same. While the latest high-end 
cards will run everything at 1920x1200 with everything 
maxed out, most people's 17- or 19-inch monitors have a 
top resolution of 1280x1024. A lot of that videocard power 
is overkill. 

This isn't to say that there aren't people out there with 
the latest and greatest available equipment. However, de- 
velopers attempt to target the majority, and since anyone 
that's upgraded in the last 18-24 months has similar hard- 
ware, we have a nearly standardized hardware platform. In 
fact, last year's PCs are as powerful—if not more so —than 
the new consoles, making the PC market very attractive. 

At this point, PC developers should realize that they don't 
have to write a game that will run on 700MHz Pentium III 
with 64MB of RAM. It's time to capitalize on a large, dedi- 
cated base that already has a relatively powerful machine, 
with a 2-3GHz CPU and 512MB or more of RAM. 

This is not to say that developers should abandon con- 
soles, or cross-platform development. Some games just 
play better on one platform or the other, not necessarily on 
both. Fighting games work on consoles, but not so good on 
PCs. Real-time strategy games work extremely well on PCs, 
but less so on consoles. In most cases, it’s simply a matter 
of control. 

Once you're used to the keyboard/mouse combination, 
playing a first-person shooter with a gamepad seems like 
playing while sitting on your thumb. Platform games, or 
other third-person action/adventures, practically require a 
gamepad because the keyboard just doesn't do a good job 
emulating an analog stick and multiple button presses. 
Driving games are best on both platforms with a racing 
wheel or a gamepad for the same reason—a digital key- 
board can't properly emulate the range of motion of a 
wheel or stick. 

А the same time, a decent gamepad for your PC can be 
had for $25 or so, and converters exist to let you use your 
console controllers on your PC. It's a lot cheaper than the 
mountain of money some paid just six years ago to play 
Quake Ill. Or to put it another way, PC gamers have shown 
more of a willingness to spend a bit of extra cash for games, 
whether it's $20 for a controller, or a few hundred for a 
videocard. Try getting a PS2 owner to shell out $100 for a 
hard drive, and the one game that utilizes it. 

It's a good time to be a PC gamer. The technology is inex- 
pensive and the games are plentiful, regardless of your 
genre of choice. The decision to get the most out of this cur- 
rent standard hardware platform now lies with the develop- 
ers. A strong community requires strong developer commit- 
ment, and the timing may not get much better than it is 
right now. @ 


| Turtle Beach/$99 
A lot of gamers use headphones, trading the loss of true 3D 
positional surround sound for immediacy. Turtle Beach's Ear 
Force HPA is a true 5.1 surround-sound headphone, though the 
proximity of the speakers in the headset greatly diminishes the 
positional effects, at least for movies. Most games have a ten- 
dency to exaggerate the spatial relationship of sounds—shots 
coming from behind are almost exclusively delivered to rear 
speakers—so it delivers better results for your favorite 
shooter. The headphones are incredibly comfortable, even 
after long gaming sessions, and the overall sound quality is 
solid— particularly the bass response—though not spectacu- 
lar when compared with our reference Sennheiser headphones. One 
particularly nice touch is a terrific removable microphone, which can be bent to accommo- 
date almost any configuration. On the downside, the Ear Force's volume control unit always 
seems to fall off a table, and it has a blinding blue light—that thing could put out an eye. 
And, while the headset lets you keep your speakers connected, it requires power, which 
negatively affects its portability. This makes it less useful to the types of mobile gamers who 
might be most interested in surround headphones in the first place. -Steve Bauman 


n Noisebuster/$69 
Anyone that's tried to listen to music or play games with headphones 
knows how background noise can ruin the experience. One solution is 
to use noise canceling headphones. Most use a microphone to mon- 
itor background sound and produce an inverted wave, effectively 
canceling the sound out. Many are also expensive, and the inex- 
pensive models often have an audible hiss from the inverted 
wave. The NB-FX from Noisebuster is modestly priced and deliv- 
ers solid noise reduction, with no hiss. While the foldable head- 
phones feel a bit cheap, they are effective in filtering out some 
frequencies— particularly drone-y ones like airplane engines and 
computer case fans—which in turn enhances the sound. 
Although a full ear-covering design would make it more effective, 
there's a trade-off in portability. But in noisy LAN party or office en- 
vironments, they do an excellent job of letting you focus only on the 
sounds you want to hear. -Steve Bauman 


This particular case mod was showcased at summer CPL back in July. Called “Primal,” 
it's certainly an impressive display of craftsmanship. But what kind of data would 
any gamer possess to need that many hard drives? Wait, don't answer that question. 
Науе ап interesting case mod of your own? Submit it to editorecgonline.com. 


f you're looking to build your own machine, 

or are in the market for a new one, you're 

faced with an overwhelming number of 
choices. This monthly guide gives you some 
basic starting information on the most critical 
components of any gaming system: processor 
and video. 


Intel and AMD are slowly but surely releasing a 
new stream of chips. As usual, they are tough 
to come by and priced at a hefty premium. You 
don't need these monsters to play the latest 
and greatest games. A little simple shopping 
will yield some impressive values that will 
keep you up to speed. 


Budget 

Athlon 64 3200+/3.0GHz Pentium 4 

Make sure to get the 800MHz FSB version of 
the Pentium, or the 939-pin Athlon (for up- 
grading purposes). Both chips are bargains at 
this price. $180 


Sweet Spot 

Athlon 64 3500+ 

Again, go with the 939-pin version of the 
Athlon. This chip isn’t significantly faster than 
the “budget” chips, but that extra oomph 
comes for only $50 or so. $250 


Ultimate 

Athlon FX-57 

The flagship of the AMD consumer processors 
is the best a gamer can do; at least until dual- 
core CPUs match single-core ones in perform- 
ance. $1000 


There's a new performance champ in town, 
and it's crazy expensive. But if you need the ul- 
timate, there's one choice. 


Budget 

GeForce 6600 GT 

This is easily the best bang-for-your buck card 
on the market today. It's not worth consider- 
ing anything slower or cheaper. $150 


Sweet Spot 

GeForce 6800 GT/Radeon X800 XL 

One of the great benefits to new, high-end 
cards is the subsequent drop in price of previ- 
ous generation ones. $260 


Ultimate 

GeForce 7800GTX 

If you want the absolute fastest card in exis- 
tence, this is it. For now. АТ!5 new line will 
likely provide a solid alternative when avail- 
able in quantity. $480 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


New mouse and keyboard lines put Microsoft back on the radar of gamers 


icrosoft's somewhat moribund mouse and keyboard line 
has fallen out of favor with the hardcore gamer crowd, a 
market Logitech has done a superb job of courting. 
(Others, like Razer and Zboard, have been there all along.) 
Microsoft's new line adds a couple of laser mouse models and 
| two new noteworthy keyboards. While the line has some nig- 
gling flaws, all are solid choices. 
The new Wireless Laser Desktop ($104.95/* X XX) 
mouse/keyboard combo looks terrific in silver and grey. It features 


The Copperhead mouse offers precise performance 


turer Razer MSRP $79 


he high-end mouse market is a curious 

one, with Microsoft being a new entry 

and Razer the originator. Its latest 
Copperhead mouse features the same basic 
shape as its predecessor, the Diamondback. 
It has enormous primary buttons, and the 
side ones are in an optimal location. It's also 
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ambidextrous; lefties rejoice. 
As with the Diamondback, 
something just feels a bit off 
with its design. It looks great, 
with its blue accents (it's also available in 
green and red) but is less comfortable in 
marathon sessions than its main competi- 


the new Wireless Laser Mouse 6000, which is similar in design to 
Microsoft's previous Intellimouse Explorer 2.0. It still has the free- 
and side-scrolling mouse wheel that is superb for browsing web 
pages. Its big new feature is a built-in "Zoom" button; you click and 
call up a sizable box that zooms in on whatever is being shown. 
Though it freaks out a bit in games or during videos (it's really only 
for text and graphic applications), it turns out to be a terrific addi- 
tion. Some web designers insist on using tiny fonts; no problem. 
Want to do a quicker edit on a photo? No problem. 


tor, Logitech's superb G5. It's a little shorter 
than most mouse devices, putting your 
wrist at a slightly different angle. (This won't 


The Comfort Keyboard has a tumor on its left side, with multiple buttons for launching 
programs that are apparently too complex to launch via the "Start" menu. There's also a 
“Zoom” slider that works in some applications like Word. After an initial “this is weird" pe- 
riod, where you're getting used to the slightly curved layout, it turns out this "comfort" 
keyboard is pretty damn comfortable. The keys feel great, and it features a nicely tex- 
tured padding on the front. And, most importantly, it remembers the damn F-Lock set- 
ting when you reboot the machine. 

The Laser Mouse 6000 "Game Precision Series" ($54.95/ Ж * Ж 12) is interesting in 
large part because it has fewer features than the regular laser mouse line. It’s corded and 
has the old-school notched wheel, presumably because gamers prefer that more precise 
feel for, say, switching weapons. It has two side buttons, one on each side, but the one on 
the right is too easy to hit by accident, and the one on the left is too far away for easy 
thumb access. It tracks perfectly and with great precision but is actually less comfortable 
in use than the Wireless Laser Mouse. 

The Comfort Curve 2000 ($24.95/4 stars) budget model has less travel for each key 
than the normal ones, making it feel like you're typing on a laptop. It’s a minimalist key- 
board, featuring only the useful media and volume keys and no other shortcuts. Because 
it drops all the useless crap, it's actually more interesting; if there was a way to get the 
padding and better keys from the wireless model, you'd have a near-perfect keyboard. 

Regardless, the Comfort Curve is a terrific budget keyboard—maybe the best you can 
buy. The Laser Mouse 6000, on the other hand, is a bit of a disappointment. It's certainly 
not an upgrade over Logitech's G5 or MX line, both of which are more comfortable. But if 
you're looking for a wireless setup, the Wireless Laser Desktop—or either of its individual 
components, the Wireless Laser Mouse 6000 and Comfort Keyboard—is a superb choice 
for gaming or general use. -Steve Bauman 


stores the profiles in the 
mouse itself, which is a 
novel approach. (They 
can be changed either in 
the driver or by pressing 
a button on the mouse.) 

Logitech has stolen 
some of Razer's thunder 
with the G5, offering sim- 
ilar 2000DPI performance 
and even more tuning 
options for $10 less. Both 
are superb pointing devices and help keep. 
you safe from mouse lag. Try to take either 
for a test drive in order to make the most in- 
formed choice. -SB 


The Copperhead is available in three accent colors: red, green, and blue. 


be true for everyone.) 

For serious gamers, however, this thing 
tracks like a dream. It has drivers that let 
you tweak it to your heart's content. It also 


You Can See 
Clearly Now 


AG Neovo's E-19A delivers a terrific 
picture in a stylish package. 


Ж Ж Ж Ж 


Manufacturer AG Neovo MSRP $399 


here's little question that the new 
“bright screen" LCD technologies— 


which go by different names from each 
manufacturer—generate some of the most 
astonishingly bright and colorful images 
imaginable. They all carry the same caveat: 
in some lighting situations, the screens 
have too much reflection. And most come 
at a premium over "normal" LCD screens. 

One exception is AG Neovo’s E-Series 
line. Available in 17- and 19-inch models 
(the latter is tested here), they give you the 
benefit of a gorgeous screen without the 
cost. The line has a standard batch of fea- 
tures—1280x1024 resolution, 12-ms re- 
sponse time, 700:1 contrast ratio, analog 
and ОМ! inputs, typically useless speakers— 
but has an elegant and attractive design. 
The sole flaw is the base, which only offers 
tilt adjustment. The monitor itself is low to 
the ground and looks sort of squat, so 
there's a good chance you'll need a monitor 
stand to keep it at eye level. 

With its superb screen quality and mod- 
erate price, the E-Series is a good choice for 
anyone interested in a stylish monitor with 
a gorgeous screen. -SB 
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Dude, You re 
Gaming With Dell 


The guy who lent his name to his company talks PC gaming hardware 


games are still big business, you need 
ook no further than Dell. The leading 
manufacturer of PCs isn't about to let the 
gaming market be dominated by the likes 
of Alienware, Voodoo, or Falcon Northwest. 
Dell entered this arena a few years ago 
when it introduced its XPS line. Chairman 
Michael Dell says that his company will con- 
tinue to be a player in gaming. “In the US 
we have the leading share in that market,” 
he told a select group of journalists at a 
New York City press event in September. 
"Dell is a company with 4,000 engineers and 
we have enormous scale that we can fur- 


| you needed more proof that computer 


Dell doesn't believe that the PC is 
going to take a backseat to the next 
generation of console systems. "We 
think that PC gaming is going to 
maintain a healthy percentage of 
the market and is going to be par- 
ticularly successful in these really in- 
tense gaming communities, like 
massively multiplayer online games,’ he 
said. He also feels that the upgradeability of 
PCs is a positive, and is going to continue to 
attract players to the PC platform. 

“With the consoles you come out with a 
platform and ride it as long as you can, and 
never change it,’ says Dell, stressing that 
the hot technology of a system like 


Michael Dell 


Microsoft's new Xbox 360 will eventually 
cool. "The difference with the PC is that 
we're coming out with new things every 
couple of months. This is generation six of 
the XPS. So you want the hottest, most in- 
credibly powerful machine for gaming... 
then the PC is usually going to be the right 
answer.’ -Peter Suciu 


ther bring to the market” 


ATI Steps Up 


After a long wait, Canada’s finest videocard maker 
announces its new line 


fter a period of relative inactivity, АТ! has been 
A busy, launching a new videocard line and its 
CrossFire dual-card motherboard. 

Three cards will be available in October. The $99 X1300 will 
have a 450MHz GPU and will have 128MB of 500MHz memory. The 
X1300 Pro will feature a 600MHz GPU and 256 MBs of 800MHz mem- 
ory, and will cost $149. At the close-to-high-end, there's the $449 X1800 
XL. It'll have a 500MHz CPU and 256MB of 1GHz GDDR3 memory. 

In late November, ATI will ship the high-end X1800XT, with 256MB versions 
coming in at $499, and 512MB ones at $549. It'll be running at 625MHz and 1.5GHz. Also appearing will be the mid-range X1600 XT 
AND X1600 Pro, with each having 128MB and 256MB versions. The $199/$249 (depending on memory configuration) XT is clocked at 
590MHz/1.38GHz, and the $149/$199 Pro at 500MHz/780MHz. 

Each card uses .90 nanometer manufacturing and features a ringbus memory controller and Avivo video playback and capture en- 
hancements. In addition, all cards will support SLI with ATI's CrossFire motherboard. They can all be linked up with any other card in the 
series, regardless of its type or speed. If you run two cards of differing speeds, it will throttle down the faster one, however, so two 
X1600 XTs should perform about the same as an X1600 XT and X1800 XT. The two cards connect externally, and you don't need match- 
ing cards. You do, however, need one "CrossFire"-enabled board. 

While the videocards weren't available for testing at press time, ATI did make a CrossFire motherboard available. It uses its own 
Radeon Xpress 200 chipset. It isn't a final production board, so we'll save the formal testing for a future issue, but initial results with two 
X850XT cards show an 8096 performance boost with two videocards over a single one, which is similar to what you get from two 
NVIDIA cards. The only issue with CrossFire is a weird one—it limits resolution to 1920x1200 at 52Hz, or 1600x1200 at 60Hz. While this 
isn't an issue with LCDs, it is for both of the people still using CRTs at those resolutions. -Steve Bauman and Alex Handy 


ATI's CrossFire 
motherboard with 


dual X850XT cards 
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now available. 


Get your Free trial issue of Now Playing Magazine, 
by going to www.nowplayingmag.com, the premiere 
publication for pop culture enthusiasts. 


With each issue, readers get the inside scoop on 
up-and-coming entertainment products and trends 
before the mainstream public. Stay "plugged in" and 
ahead of the curve with Now Playing Мадагте- 
the pop culture magazine for Generation Now! 


ONLINE 


road to nowhere 


by Cindy Yans 


Not-so-TinySex 


All the way, or the highway 


sort of sexual content in MMOs ever since | noticed the 

judicious, but often not very subtle, use of all those 
empty rooms with beds in the original EverQuest. Earlier this 
year, a couple of related items caught my attention. First 
there was the World of Warcraft Night Elf subway scandal, in 
which Gedran, a Dwarf on a role-playing server, encoun- 
tered Inotep and Artemisa, two Night Elves in the corner of 
а tram stop between the cities of Ironforge and Stormrage. 
The elves were “naked” and engaged in a very steamy, ex- 
plicit encounter, when Gedran interrupted them, resulting in 
а most hilarious exchange (“Yar yar hump hump’). If you're 
not familiar with this incident, check 
out the discussion on 
deceiveguild.org—the “Roleplaying 
Realms Rule” thread in the Discord 
News section of the forums—but be 
prepared for adult content. 

Then | found myself in contact 
with the co-founder of Nest Egg 
Studios, an independent developer 
working on an MMO called Heavenly 


| Ё ve always been intrigued by how people react to any 


“If people want to have sexual encounters 
(oh, and they do), do they really want to 
have them in conjunction with their RPGs?” 


Bodies. Nest Едд5 "slogan" is "Getting Adults Back Into the 
Game"—a rather good slogan, actually, notwithstanding 
that its relationship to explicit adult content is more than 
just implied. CEO Vera Newman says, "Nest Egg Studios feels 
[adults'] needs, concerns and desires аге not being met Бу 
the current industry. 1696 of games are rated [Mature]. | per- 
sonally am not sure how that is accommodating the major- 
ity of adult game players... If the industry was not afraid of 
marketing Adult Only games, and if the retail industry took 
more reasonability in helping educate consumers on rat- 
ings, allowing AO games to be shelved, then there would be 
no need for our slogan.” 

| wondered if she was right. If people want to have sexual 
encounters (oh, and they do), do they really want to have 
them in conjunction with their RPGs? | mean, doesn't the 
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world of adult chatrooms offer innumerable opportunities 
for this type of sexploration? 

The aforementioned Gedran the Dwarf, AKA "Tactic" in 
World of WarCraft and on the Discord forums says, "Role- 
playing games are not, and have never been, a forum for cy- 
bersex.’ Is he right? The question lingered, and іп an attempt 
to clarify the issue, | explored many interwoven and winding 
paths. It seems that RPGs are a very, very widespread (ahem) 
forum for cybersex, and have been for a really long time 
since the early days of the Internet. 

| feel pretty naive having even wondered, because after 
all, non-electronic role-playing has treaded these waters for 
centuries. | even found a very comprehensive D&D type 
ruleset called the Complete Guide to Unlawful Carnal 
Knowledge—"Lirona's chance of seducing Thad is equal to 3 
(her level) x 100 divided by 5 (Thad's level) +3 (modified for 
a thief), i.e. 300 / 8 = 37.596. Lirona rolls 30. Success!" Online, 
though, it ranges from what was known as TinySex—virtual 
sex from the early days of TinyMUD and its variants (pre- 
graphics role-playing in its infancy) to CMnet's upcoming 
3Feel (an MMO "boinking sim" in all its Sims-esque glory that 
“has a system in which users can receive a feeling realisti- 
cally by linking a vibrator to the USB port"), and everything 
in between. 

There are a lot of in-betweens, probably most of them 
dedicated text-based role-playing games with particular 
themes (name that fetish). But there's also Spending the 
Night, from the recently formed Republik Games, founded 
by former Disney/Buena Vista employees. This title "allows 
women and men to safely, and anonymously, explore virtual 
liaisons and erotic fantasies.’ 

And thanks to Nick Yee of Daedalus Project fame (an ex- 
haustive study of the sociology of online games), | found my 
way into Sociolotron, a full-fledged RPG with NPC guards 
and mobs, player-owned housing, crafting, perma-death, 
rape, prostitution, drugs, orgies, and more. It's mind bog- 
gling, really. | created a character (female tailor with ranged 
weapon skills), and logged into a world that is, graphically, 
pre-Meridian 59 and early Ultima Online, but conceptually, I'll 
bet that it's way beyond the adult-content-tolerance-level of 
a whole lot of folks. | got lost, got stuck to a stained sofa in 
some player-owned shop, and wandered into a bar where 
there was stuff going on that I'm not even going to begin to 
tell you about. (You'll thank me later. Heck, thank me now.) 

Some people, though, believe that the dividing line be- 
tween role-playing and cybersex is in no way blurry. In the 
Night Elf subway discussion to which | referred earlier, a per- 
son that goes by the name "Justyce" said, “If you call cybering 
role-play, then | must be a noob at the whole role-play 
thing—even if I've been role-playing, cyber free, all my life. 
You just can't use the excuse ‘Im role-playing’ to cover up 
your lame ass, poor excuse of a life. Look. Go to a bar... or a 
convention (which ever suits you best), get a few beers in ya, 
and get laid. It’s not that hard... unless you are just that ugly" 

Ouch. guess he told them. IB 


| the monster's mobility. Then, as the monster tries to follow | 


“I cannot help thee with that.” This is what GMs said to you in early Ultima Online if 
you reported stuff about griefing, player-killing, lost items, bugs, etc. 


Permadeath While this concept was used in “ironman mode" in Diablo 
Il and Temple of Elemental Evil, it's not been implemented in 

MMOs, although it's been proposed. It's when, if your character 

dies, it cannot be resurrected in any way, shape or form. 


Bartle Score Resulting from the Bartle Test, the Bartle 
Score divides MMO players into four distinct play- 
styles: Achiever, Explorer, Socializer, and Killer and ЖА 
are listed in order of the highest percentage scored 
to the lowest. 


Kite To attack a mob or player as you lure it around, 
while remaining out of reach. Although methods vary, 
the idea is that a player draws the enemy toward him or her, | 
and then chooses any number of techniques that reduce | 
| 
| 


(emulating a kite опа string held by the player), the at- | | 
tacker(s) uniformly inflict some sort of remote damage і | 
until, finally, it keels over. Victory! 


Decolonization 


Kill Lineage 115 Ant Queen with Ease 


Even though she is a beginner level boss in Lineage II, killing the Ant Queen can be a 
huge headache. She has an array of Nurse Ants that constantly regenerate her with 
powerful healing spells throughout the fight. At first glance, you'd think that the best 
plan would be to kill the Nurse Ants, and then go after the Queen, right? Well, not re- 
ally. You've got the right idea about stopping the nurses, but killing them is not the 
way to go because they re- 
spawn almost instanta- 
neously. As long as they're 
healing the Queen, your 
group will not be able to take 
down her health at all. 
Here's the trick: To stop 
the Nurses, your group 
should have two members 
with the ability to stun. Have 
them stun all of the Nurses, 
and then go for the Queen. 
Oh, and then there are those 
pesky Guard Ants. You and 
your group must approach 
the Ant Queen with careful 
organization and a good 
plan if you wish to win the 
battle. The answer is ab- 
solutely stunning. 


—In Thang 

| Online's Desert Kine 220 49, a new dun- 
geon was unveiled that requires full 

| parties of players over Level 130. New 


recent boss monsters will drop new 
high-level items such as the Sun 
| E gnd Fire БОШ Yelba-na.... 


NCSoft апа ArenaNet reset their game's 
championship ladder last month for the 
three-month ladder-play season. It will 

| culminate in a Guild Wars World 

| Championship Finals during the week 

| ofthe Taipei Game Show, which takes 

| place February 16 - 20, 2006 in Taipei, 
Taiwan. Competing are the top-ranked 
guilds in three regions: America, Europe 
and Korea.. Gone—the Gaming 

| Open Market, a currency exchange for 

| Second Life's L$ units, stopped all trad- 
ing of L$ in early October. After that, 

| the site remained open long enough to 

| allow everyone to withdraw their cash 

| and L$ balances. GOM, which billed it- 

| self as “the next generation of game 

| commodity trading,’ traded nearly 

| three million USD last year. GOM 

| President Tom Merrell says, "This choice 
| has not been made lightly. However, we 
| 


feel that closing the L$ market to con- 
centrate on other projects is in the 
| long; term best interests of GOM”... 
ments— NCsoft an- 
| Runes a City of (Arch) Villains 
| Costume Contests where fans of City of 
| Heroes and the upcoming City of Villains 
| were asked to send them an in-game 
| screenshot of their City of Heroes hero, a 
250 word description of a theoretical 
| Archvillain, and a digital pictures of the 
| Archvillain costume created for this 
| contest before Nov. 7, 2005. NCSoft 
| states that those submitting the best 
| descriptions and Archvillain costumes 
“will be handsomely rewarded”... 


monsters with powers similar to Thang's | 
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It's Like: Lineage: The Space Age 

The Buzz: Have you heard the one about 
the Korean MMO that's enormous in its 
home country and is making a splashy 
debut stateside? You know, the one that fo- 
cuses on player-versus-player combat and 
looks very distinctively foreign? 

It's not Lineage or Maple Story or ROSE or 
Gunbound or RYL or Legend of Mir or Slayers 
or Mu or Ragnarok. It's RF Online, aka the 
game occasionally known as Rising Force 
Online. It shares with most of its fellow. 
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countrymen a certain aesthetic and some 
very PvP-centric gameplay. In fact, it's al- 
most impossible not to compare RF di- 
rectly to Lineage 2. Though the latter 
dwarfs RF in overall claimed subscribers, 
both sport distinctive high-quality 3D 
graphics in what has historically been a 
scene that relied on primitive old-school 
ones, owing to a lack of high-end ma- 
chines in Korea. As is obvious from the 
screenshots, the times are a-changin: 
Now, Codemasters has signed a deal 
with developer CCR Inc. to bring RF to the 
United States and England. Though it's un- 


deniably Korean in look and feel, 
Codemasters thinks it will still appeal to 
Western audiences weaned more on stan- 
dard Lord of the Rings-style fantasy. It cer- 
tainly doesn't look like most of its competi- 
tors, having more in common visually with 
Japanese RPGs like Final Fantasy than with 
the more standard fantasy trappings of an 
EverQuest Il. 

But it's not just about how it looks. "What 
makes [RF] unique is its fusion of fantasy 
and sci-fi” says Edward Relf, head of market- 
ing for Codemasters Online Gaming, as he 
demonstrates the game. In the setting of 


the galaxy of Novus, you choose from three 
different factions who are all trying to take 
over the galaxy, one dead rat at a time. 
(Note: there are no actual rats in the game.) 
The races are very distinctive. There's the 
Holy Alliance Core, a more spiritual, fantasy- 
like race that uses magic; the Bellato Union 
is made up of tiny little people who like to 
trade, make a lot of stuff, and, at higher lev- 
els, get to stomp around in mech-style ro- 
bots; and finally, the Accretia Empire is a ro- 
botic alien race that just wants to kill 
everyone and everything. 

Everyone is armed to the teeth with gi- 


magic people? 


gantic swords and shields that are clearly 
some sort of mass compensation. Many of 
the equippable items—weapons, armor, 
etc.—have slots for “talic, which is one of the 
byproducts of the materials you can mine. It 
adds certain bonuses, much like gems in 
other games or Final Fantasy VII's materia. 
Because the three races are already upset 
with each other, this is a true PVP game 
from the get-go. More interestingly, there's 
a large realm-vs.-realm component—more 
accurately it's faction-vs.-faction, but lord 
knows MMOs don't need more acronyms. 
Every eight hours, large-scale battles take 
place in one location over access to a valu- 


[left and upper right] Who isn't going to want to be the race that can 
build giant robots? [above] Who isn't going to want to be the... fruity 


able area, which in this case is 
a mine full of tasty minerals. 
The faction that “wins” the bat- 
tle has access to the mine until 
the next battle. Someone from 
another faction could, in the- 
ory, venture into the mine, but 
anyone who does will come 
face-to-face with a rather large 
creature protecting the stash. 

With an emphasis on RvR 
combat, a population imbal- 
ance between the three sides 
is always a potential issue. 
According to Relf, RF has a 
rather novel way of encourag- 
ing players to move between 
the factions. Basically, the 
economy will shift based on 
the number of players per fac- 
tion. As one population starts 
to balloon in population over 
the other, its tax increases, as do the prices 
of commodities. Eventually, it will cost 
more money to grow characters, which 
should encourage new players to create 
ones from other factions (and possibly to 
annoy those who want to stick with exist- 
ing players). 

If there's one thing people have learned 
from АЕ predecessors, it's that being "big 
in Korea" doesn't guarantee success in the 
rest of the world. However, an existing pop- 
ulation gives RF Online one advantage over 
similar games that focus on large-scale bat- 
tles: it already has large numbers of people 
ready to take up the fight. В 
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Hallucinati 


ROSE Online tosses you into NMA on LSD 


HANDS-ON 


Developer TriggerSoft Publisher Gravity Release Date November 2005 


build condos. One day, when the god- 

dess Arua was bored, she looked up 
from her manicure and figured that it might 
be fun to do “the god thing” She took a 
deep breath, and proclaimed, “Let there be 
seven planets,’ and poof, there were seven 
planets. But the god Hebarn was changing 
the oil in his truck that day, and he was 
thoroughly miffed that these cool planets 
were appearing while he was all tired and 
covered with Pennzoil. Jealous and angry, 
he threatens to cast darkness upon the 


S even planets. Seven opportunities to 
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seven planets, one of which he named after 
himself. But the patron god of adventurers, 
Junon, would not hear of this, and throws 
all of his effort into protecting the micro- 
verse from Hebarns's evil, vowing to drag 
pertinent heroes from their beds to help. 
during times of crisis. 


Pretty normal backstory, eh? The good vs. 


evil thing? Well, in essence, ROSE Online is a 
pretty normal MMO in that it adheres 
closely to the paradigms of just about every 
other one on the planet, with classes whose 
characters have particular skills, level up, 


spend experience points, craft, and accu- 
mulate gold and gear to sell and trade. It 
has PvP combat that determines control 
over various territories and structures, and a 
garden-variety guild model. Its weird set of 
player-operated vehicles sets it apart some- 
what, but all in all, there’s nothing mind- 
boggling to lure you in—no popular fran- 
chise, no never-seen-before feature. 
However, the gameworld itself is so beyond 
bizarre, it alone seems worth the price of 
the ticket. 

Initially, you enter the character selection 
area, masquerading as a bright and mystical 
stained glass gazebo in some kind of anime 
fantasyland. This is no City of Heroes charac- 
ter creation moment—the only things you 
have control over are gender, 
hairstyle/color, a limited number of facial 
expressions, birthstone, "mode" (Faith, 
Justice, Bravery, Wisdom, Liberty), and 


[above] Look out behind you! It's a ninja jellybean 
attack. [right] Is that you, Tarzan? 


name. Most female characters end up with 
a little blue-and-tan shorts outfit with a 
huge pink-and-red polka-dotted hair ribbon 
and a wooden one-handed sword. 

The newbie area is completely swamped 
with, er, newbies, hitting everything in sight, 
and it seems like a land suspended amongst 
Final Fantasy, World of Warcraft's Gnome 
starting city, and The Power-Puff Girls Movie. 
You need to be level 10 before choosing a 
profession (there are four initial ones: Soldier, 
Muse, Hawker, and Dealer), so the usual 
whack-the-newbie-area-monsters-as-fast-as- 
possible thing is happening everywhere you 
look. It's just that getting to your target be- 
fore someone else does is not always that 
simple, especially if they have ranged attack 
and you don't. Kill-stealing seems acceptable 
here, and it appears to be a ^whoever deals 
the most damage gets the drop and every- 
one else splits the experience" situation. 
Luckily the respawn is fast, and the place is 
literally jumping with enemies. 

And "jumping" is, indeed, the operative, 
as there are evil jumping jellybeans every- 
where you look. There are little-jellybeans, 
regular jellybeans dressed in ninja garb, 
royal jellybeans, and jelly nuts, along with 
several varieties of something they call 
Choropy—bleary-eyed inchworms with 
goofy smiles. It is like living in a strange hal- 
lucination; ethereal, and yet, in the Shout 
Channel, players are doing the usual WTS- 
WTB dance, with plenty of folks yelling stuff 
like “nOOb ад!” Par for the course. The art 
style is candy-coated-care-bear, but just 
warped enough to take on at least a bit of 
an edge. Ragnarok and Final Fantasy XI fans 
will “get it but it's sure to be a turnoff for 
anyone with a low tolerance for "cute" 


There are the usual “kill 10 of еве, “Чак 
to this person;"^bring this thing to that per- 
son" quests, and when you reach around 
level six (although some flee as early as 
level four), you can leave the newbie area 
for... another newbie area. On the minimap, 
you'll notice a region, close by and to the 
south, that seems to be a dungeon of some 
sort—the Cave of Goblin—but don't delude 
yourself that, since it is so close, it has to be 
“doable” for your level. You'll brilliantly ob- 
serve, though, that the garb of the other 
characters entering the area (and coming 
out alive) is pretty elaborate: ornate armor, 
funny hats, dual swords, wings, and lots of 
other trappings. If you do decide to go in, 
beware of the scary Goblin Jars (little black 
goblins peeking out of jars), and pity any- 
one else who approaches them while still 
barefoot. In two seconds, they'll be history. 

If you follow the directions of the quest 
givers, you'll find yourself moving north to 
the city of Zant, the first “real city" you'll en- 
counter, with bunches of vendors and 
quests, and a new bind point, and several 
people you need to locate. This may be dif- 
ficult, because players can place their own 
"stores" seemingly anywhere, to vend items 
24/7. Stores had names ranging from “1 Sell 
Hats and Fruit,’ to “Demon's Chicken and 


tial real estate problem at the moment, al- 
lowing a cluttered landscape similar to the 


one that plagued Ultima Online so long ago. 
It’s tough to discern where anyone or any- 
thing you're looking for is lurking in some of 
the more populated clusters of vendor wag- 
ons. Hopefully, they're figuring out how to 
"clean it up"a bit. 

When you reach Level 10, you can get 
trained in your first profession, and the de- 
signers had the forethought to allow a full 
respec of skill points at that time. If, for ex- 
ample, you started with a sword, and put all 
your points into strength, and then decided, 
“Holy crap, what | really wanted was to be a 
magic user,’ you'll still able to do that. The 
trainer gives you a caveat, though, that 
you'd better be sure, because you only get 
one go at this (before level 10—there may 
be more respec opportunities later). Not 
only that, they make you strip naked before 
the respec. (This is most likely to make sure 
you aren't wearing anything you don't have 
the required stats to wear, rather than any- 
thing prurient.) It is a bit weird, though, to 
see bunches of naked player characters 
clustered around this old wizard guy. 

ROSE may seem like a kind of soft-petal, 
upbeat, vibrant name for this not-just-for- 
tweens RPG, but it actually stands for "Rush 
On Seven Episodes"—most likely referring 
to the number of planets in the game, but it 
could also have a lot to do with the "rush" 
associated with ingesting psychotropic sub- 
stances. What a trip. -Cindy Yans 
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out of the box 


by Brett Todd 


Made in America? 


Sports Interactive looks to embrace custom content in its 
upcoming simulations 


espite establishing itself as the UK's king of sports sim- 
[) ulations in the 1990s, Sports Interactive remains on the 

side of the pitch when it comes to mods. Games pro- 
duced by the designer of the legendary Championship 
Manager soccer-management franchise have always been 
notoriously hard to customize, with league sizes, team 
names, and other specifications hard-coded into the game 
engines. This has always been an issue with North American 
fans of the company's game, as no sports sim from this side 
of the pond comes without the ability to replay an historical 
season or play musical chairs with stadiums. 

According to SI product manager Marc Duffy, you can 
blame it on Europe. | recently had a chance to sit down with 
him over a bagel and a Coke to discuss his company's push 
to enter the North American market with the help of pub- 
lishing partner Sega, and he explained how a clash of sport- 
ing cultures between the Old World and the New has led to 
different philosophies in sports management sim design. 


^Where North American sports traditions 
are generally focused on single leagues 
such as the NFL, European sports have a 
broader, more international flavor.’ 


“When the Collyer brothers [Ov and Paul, the founders of 
SI] first developed Championship Manager in the nineties, 
they built this incredibly realistic contemporary soccer 
world first and then dropped the player into it. This seems 
to be the European way of looking at things, as we're not as 
interested in the historical replay angle, in manipulating 
reams of stats and then reviewing the results. We're more fo- 
cused on right-now realism.” 

Duffy puts forth some reasons why this might be the 
case. Where North American sports traditions are generally 
focused on single leagues such as the NFL, European sports 
have a broader, more international flavor. There are at least a 
dozen premier soccer leagues, for instance, spread all over 
the world. So anyone looking to create the ultimate soccer 
management simulation, as the Collyers did with 
Championship Manager, would have to approach the game 
design from a global perspective. 
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You can easily see the problems that this creates. Instead 
of simply going over a century or so of stats for a few dozen 
teams, such a developer would have to compile stats for 
thousands. It would be a Herculean grind just gathering all 
the player names and numbers onto a single CD, let alone 
turning such an encyclopedia into a playable game. There 
certainly isn't a soccer equivalent of baseball's Lehman 
Database floating around on the net, free to download. 

Since soccer isn't nearly as hung up on stats as North 
American sports, it would be difficult to gather enough 
numbers from the distant past to make a game even re- 
motely realistic. You'd have to venture into fiction to create 
such a sim. And, as anyone whos lost months to the hard- 
core realism of Championship Manager and its recent suc- 
cessors Worldwide Soccer Manager and NHL Eastside Hockey 
Manager knows, fiction is a foreign territory to SI. 

But it might not be for too much longer. SI picked up the 
distribution rights to the Out of the Park Baseball series last 
year, and the company has already learned a lot from the 
customization-friendly design of one-man development 
team Markus Heinsohn. “I'd not seen a game like that be- 
fore,’ says Duffy of his first encounter with OOTP. "The entire 
game is constructed around the ability to take over as a 
league commissioner, to be able to remake the league and 
play it from the angle of simming seasons and then analyz- 
ing stats. It's a whole different approach from ours, but one 
which we can use and adapt. We could very well be using 
OOTP as our template as we move forward in the future.’ 

This means that OOTP fans can unfurrow those 
brows—Sl isn't removing any customizability or mod sup- 
port from their favorite baseball sim. While the first release 
of the series under the SI label next spring will look more 
like WSM and EHM than the past few editions, the code 
under the hood will be very different. So you'll still be able 
to see if the 1927 Yankees were really as good as baseball 
historians claim they were and download custom player ros- 
ters and stat editors, and I'll still be able to move the Expos 
back to Montréal where they belong. 

Duffy predicts that these sorts of features will eventually 
make their way to other SI games, although probably not in 
the next year or so. Incorporating such changes would 
mean massive, wholesale alteration of the game code, so 
expect a gradual move toward a customization- and mod- 
friendly design. Developers will also need to identify which 
elements of OOTP would best fit into FM and EHM, and of 
course clear any such changes with sporting partners like 
the Premier League and the NHL. 

At any rate, it's not like SI addicts are in immediate need 
of additional customizability and mods. Anyone who has 
played an SI game knows that there's more than enough 
content out of the box to last a decade or so. World Soccer 
Manager and NHL Eastside Hockey Manager are already like 
time machines—load them up and watch 12 hours disap- 
pear—so l'm not entirely sure | can cheer the addition of 
user-made ingredients to this already addictive stew. Bl 


1 Hang Out Your Washint he (Original) Siegfried Line 
Seeing as the First World War was pretty much all about dug-in 
grunts shooting each other over fields of mud for four years, it's 
not exactly a surprise that few people have tried to bring this 
thrilling conflict to life in a mod. So you could fairly call Aaron 
"DarkNight" Zinghini and his eight-man team oddballs for creat- 
ing The Trenches. But you'd also have to call them inspired, as 
this team-based total conversion of the original Half-Life is a re- 
markably playable simulation of the war best known for its al- 
most immovable front lines. It features rifleman and grenadier 
classes for the British and their rivals with the pointy helmets, 
and two game types that see you either capturing the enemy 
trench or pushing your lines forward. The archaic style of combat 
is emphasized with weapons like bolt-action rifles that take a lot 
longer to fire than the usual mod's M-16 variants. Clunky 
weapon-changing animations also ensure that you remember 
the time and setting while playing, as you can't instantly swap 
that Lee-Enfield for a pistol when your ammo runs out. Right 
now, The Trenches is in the open beta (69 MB) stage of develop- 
ment, but plans are in the works to finish a final release some- 
time this fall/winter. thetrenches.net 

2 Yea, Thou nrou е | y 0 M 
We may be creeping closer and closer to the release date of 
Neverwinter Nights Il, but nobody's abandoned the original game 
just yet. Modders are still cranking out content for BioWare's 
2002 D&D epic and it’s a good thing that they are, judging by 
the fantastic modules that have been arriving at the NWN Vault 
of late. Topping the list of recent faves is Travis Sidelinger's Valley 
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of Shadows. This is one of the best dungeon crawls in some time, 
with a high creep factor established by a cursed village, some 
misty moors, and the crypt of a lich. While it could use some dia- 
logue polishing, Valley of Shadows features two dozen hours of 
gothic atmosphere reminiscent of the Ravenloft campaign set- 
ting for D&D. So if you like to spice up your swords and sorcery 
with stinky undead, here's your fix. 
nwvault.ign.com/View.php?view=modules.Detail&id=4239 


3 He Shoots, He Si 

Not to minimize the impact of the column on the following page 
or anything, but it is possible to mod Sports Interactive simula- 
tions World Soccer Manager and NHL Eastside Hockey Manager. It 
ain't easy, as many of the league and team parameters are stuck 
in the code like bricks in mortar, but a few fanatics have man- 
aged to make some alterations. And if it can be done, you'll find 
it logged, explained, and available for download at 
sortitoutsi.net, an online clearing house for all things related to 
SI products past and present. You can find database updates, 
legendary players, roster face packs, interface skins, and tutorials 
detailing how to manufacture such goodies on your own. 
Thousands of SI fans also post in the site's forums, discussing 
everything but the 12-step program desperately needed when 
you want to escape this developer's incredibly addictive sims. 
sortitoutsi.net 
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World 


C'onquerin 


10 tips and strategies for Civilization IV, | : 
directly from its developers 


Civilization IV is a serious strategy game that allows a lot of different play styles. 
b The team at Firaxis put together this list of ten tips you might want to keep in 
E mind before trying to conquer the world. 


Coastal cities are usually much better at generating commerce (and 
therefore, research) than inland cities. You can build harbors to drastically 
increase the commerce from trade routes, and if you sign Open Borders 
with foreign civs, harbors will usually benefit from your research efforts 
much more than libraries. 


After researching the assortment of ancient age technologies, 
players often run into very long research times (sometimes 20 
or more turns) on the first tier of classical age techs. This is 
the result of researching more expensive techs while at the 
same time usually having to decrease the science rate as a re- 
sult of founding more cities. 
| There are several ways to combat this problem and get re- 
| search moving again at a faster pace. First of all, try building 
more cottages and have your cities work the tiles to allow them 
, to mature; cottages start out small, but with time can produce a 
| huge amount of commerce to fund your research. Cottages are 
also the best way to increase commerce for land-locked cities. 
Secondly, try building courthouses in newly founded cities. 
They cut maintenance costs in half, and frequently allow your 
civ to run a higher research budget. Building courthouses 
will also allow you to construct the Forbidden Palace in 
| one of your cities to further reduce maintenance costs. 
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Finally, try building markets, grocers, 
and banks. Although these buildings in- 
crease wealth and not research, the extra 
gold will often allow your civ to run a 
higher science rate, and thus indirectly re- 
search faster. Markets, grocers, and banks 
also increase shrine income from a reli- 
gion's holy city, so make sure to prioritize 
them in any holy cities you might possess. 


Great People are very powerful in 
Civilization IV, and there are many strate- 
gies for maximizing their impact. There are 
two ways to generate great person points: 
wonders and specialists. 

If you have one city with several won- 
ders in it (usually the capital), try building 
the National Epic wonder to increase the 
great person rate by 10096; this strategy 
works even better with Philosophical civs, 
if you run the Pacifism civic. As far as using 
specialists, try running the Caste System 
civic, which allows for unlimited Scientists, 


Basie 


Artists, and Merchants. 

A city with a great deal of food (such as 
one with many floodplains tiles or food re- 
sources) can run a great deal of specialists 
and rapidly generate great person points, 
which can be stacked with the techniques 
mentioned above for a truly ridiculous 
rate. With practice, you can get well over 
100 great person points per turn, and that 
turns into a lot of great people. 


Be aware of your diplomatic situation in the 
world. You can find out how every foreign 
leader feels about your civ by mousing over 
his or her name on the main game screen. 

The best ways to improve relations with 
other leaders include sharing a common 
religion with their civ (whether through 
converting them or switching your own re- 
ligion), signing Open Borders and initiating 
trade, and taking part їп а common mili- 
tary struggle. 

However, it is usually not possible to be 


Modding 101 


Welcome to the world of XML and Python and Civilization IV 


BY MUSTAFA THAMER 


here are four basic entry points in 
| modifying Civilization IV, ranging 
from novice to expert skill level. The 
WorldBuilder is an in-game map editor tool 
that allows you to easily customize the ter- 
rain and place units, cities, buildings, re- 
sources, and other game objects in order to 
create basic scenarios. Your work is saved out 
in a text-based, code-independent format, 
which is parsed by a Python script on reload. 
All the relevant game variables and rules are 


located in standard XML (eXtensible Markup Language) files that can easily be modified using 
various XML or text editors. This provides unfettered access to a wealth of data that describes 
everything in the game. Finally, Python Scripts can be written to generate maps, modify the 
interface, trigger game events, override Al, etc. This article will focus on these two elements. 

More technically-minded uses can alter the GameCore DLL. The core game and AI 
code will be provided as an SDK (Software Developer Kit) in early 2006, which builds a 
DLL (Dynamic Link Library) that the application loads at runtime. Users with a compiler 
can modify, replace or extend the low-level C++ code that plays the game. 
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friends with everyone at once; your allies 
will become angry with you if you trade 
with their enemies. Becoming friendly with 
one leader will frequently antagonize other 
eaders, but the alternative is often to have 
no friends at all. Picking one side and sup- 
porting your allies against your common 
enemies is usually the best way to muster 
enough votes for a Diplomatic Victory. 


Don't overlook the effects of the Organized 
eader trait. While it does very little when 
you are first building your civilization, it be- 
comes increasingly powerful the longer a 
game goes on. Organized civs can run 
powerful civics on the cheap, which often 
gives them a research and production edge 
in the later eras of a game. Organized civs 
are especially useful if you choose to begin 
the game in a late-era. 


Planning your military strategy is key to re- 
maining strong and avoiding attacks by 


We expect that a lot of casual users will 
play with the WorldBuilder, since it's a sim- 
ple tool built into the game. As the com- 
plexity of the tools increase, the number of 
players that use them will fall off rapidly. 
However, it only takes a small number of 
people with the creativity, perseverance, 
ability, and time required to create excellent 
game modifications for others. 


XML As mentioned earlier, we used XML 
as our data description language. Although 
we had basic tools like INI files and complex 
ones like Python, XML fit the sweet spot as 
a simple yet powerful mechanism for get- 
ting data values into the game. Exposing 
variables in an easily modifiable way is in- 
valuable to developing, tuning, and tweak- 
ing the game, as well as being necessary for 
supporting game mods. 

Beyond game rules and variables, other 
XML data includes camera variables, ani- 
mation paths, asset file locations and 
scale, input mappings, localized text, 
script function hooks, audio script param- 
eters, and much more. There are many 
good off-the-shelf editors available, such 
as XMLSpy by Altova software and 
XMLwriter by Wattle Software. 

On the opposite page is an example of 
an XML definition of a Civilization feature, 
the ice terrain. 


the Al. For example, if there аге no metals 
nearby, it is necessary to "tech towards" feu- 
dalism for long bowmen, or gunpowder for 
musket men (both of which have no re- 
source requirement) in order to prevent an 
enemy from rolling over you with units 
from the age of metal. 


Spread your religion actively if you have 
the Holy City. Any city to which your reli- 
gion spreads will be viewable as though it 
were one of your own. The ability to view 
what is being produced and how long it 
will take in an enemy city is an enormous 
strategic advantage. 


Spies can be used to destroy the production 
in a city, as well as gather full information 
on an enemy civ. Using the Demographics 
screen, you can see who is building won- 
ders. If you find an enemy building a won- 
der, you can spy on all of his/her cities to 
find out which city is home to the wonder, 


Python Like XML, scripting was ex- 
tremely useful both as a mod tool, as well 
as for internal development. Python scripts 
are used in many areas of the game. 
Initially, we thought scripting would be 
used for map generation algorithms, as 
well as triggering in-game events. 
Eventually, we wound up using Python for 
interface layout, debugging tools, tutorials, 
the server front-end, the Civilopedia, the 
unit formation editor, and all game popups 
and screens. For user customization, we 
also exposed every major high-level game 
function and event, so there's an incredible 
amount that can be modified and added to 
Civilization via scripting. 

For example, to the right is the Python 
function that draws the promotions panel in 
the unit Civilopedia screen. The panel could 
be easily moved and resized by substituting 
different numbers in for these variables: 
self. X PROMO. PANE, 
self. Y PROMO PANE, 
self. W PROMO PANE, 
зе! Н PROMO. PANE 


So, if you're familiar with XML and/or 
Python, have at the game. And be sure to 
send the results of your modding experi- 
ments to editor@cgonline.com. 

Mustafa Thamer is a lead programmer 
at Firaxis. 


Computer-controlled leaders take offense 
when you refuse their requests. Be sure you 
won't weaken your position with an ally by 
denying them their wishes. 


and then launch an attack to destroy what- 
ever progress they've made on it. 


Certain combinations of civics can be syn- 
ergistic and grant you big advantages 
when united. Vassalage and Theocracy is a 
combination you can choose early on that 
will grant all of your military units pro- 
duced +4 experience points. If you have a 
barracks in the city, that gives you 
enough experience for two promotions 
right away. 

Another strong civic combination is 
Representation and the Caste System. The 
Caste System lets you make as many citi- 
zens as you want specialists, and 
Representation gives you an additional +3 
science bottles per specialist. On a map 
where you aren't able to expand to a large 
number of cities, this combination can give 
you the extra edge on science to get ahead 
in technology and build a superior unit 
compared to your neighbor. 
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def placePromotions (self): 
screen = self.getScreen() 


# add pane and text 

panelName = self.getNextWidgetName() 

screen.addPanel( panelName, 
localText.getText("TXT KEY PEDIA CATEGORY PROMOTION", ()), "", true, true, 
self.X PROMO PANE, self.Y PROMO PANE, self.W PROMO PANE, self.H PROMO PANE, 
PanelStyles.PANEL STYLE EXTERNAL ) 


# add promotion buttons 

rowListName = self.getNextWidgetName() 

screen.attachMultiListControlGFC( panelName, rowListName, "", 
1, self.PROMOTION ICON SIZE,self.PROMOTION ICON SIZE ) 


for k in range(gc.getNumPromotionInfos()): 
if (isPromotionValid(k, self.iUnit)): 
Screen.appendMultiListButton( 
rowListName, gc.getPromotionInfo(k).getButton(), 0, 
WidgetTypes.WIDGET PEDIA JUMP TO PROMOTION, k, -1, false ) 
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he conventional wisdom is that certain 

genres don't work on consoles. The conven- 

tional wisdom is usually right. You're better 
off using your PC for real-time strategy games, 
sims, old school adventure games, and so on. 

But there are times when the conventional 

wisdom is wrong. After all, it was just a few 
years ago that Goldeneye was that rare first- 
person shooter that—what do you know!— 
worked on a console system. But until Halo 
came along, it was the notable exception to the 
rule. Now consoles are arguably the platform of 
choice for shooters. So here are few more ex- 
ceptions to the rules. 


Everyone knows you need a 
mouse for an RTS. What Pikmin (Gamecube) presup- 
poses is... maybe you don't. Just because you can't 
dragselect with a console doesn't mean you can't 
play RTSs. Just go back to the approach taken by 
the ur-RTS, Herzog Zwei for the Sega Genesis. The 
idea was that, since you can only control one unit at 
a time, you better make it a doozy. So in Pikmin, for 
instance, you're a diminutive astronaut who plants, grows, picks, 
and then herds colorful little plant people. It's cute, sure. After all, 
this is Nintendo. 

But don't be fooled. This is an RTS in the style of Peter Molyneux's 
early games, replete with charm, challenge, and all the strategy you'd 
expect from an RTS. If you're willing to try innovative designs like 
Kohan, Rise of Nations, or the brilliant Darwinia, then Pikmin belongs 
on your play list. And Pikmin 2, clearly the better of the two games, has 


If Pikmin 2 (al 
try the more 
(right). 


You're a PC gamer, that's a given. You own a 
console, but they say certain genres can't be 
done with a gamepad and a TV. Here are 
some exceptions. By TOM CHICK 


bove) is too cutesy for your tastes, 
conventional Goblin Commander 


a really swell splitscreen 
multiplayer mode. 

For something more 
conventional, in which 
you build and manage 
squads until you're powerful enough to jump into the body of a 
titan and smash the crap out of stuff, there's Goblin Commander (GC, 
PS2, Xbox), from one of the designers of WarCraft Il. 
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Okay, maybe 
it's cheating to bring up a 
space sim like Battlestar 
Galactica (PS2, Xbox), but 
it's a serious and relatively 
deep sim. Plus, it’s not based 
on anything George Lucas 
has recently stunk up. So 
what if it's not the sexy new 
hip Battlestar Galactica. It's 
close enough. As a sim, it's a 
complex and sophisticated 
game that wrings an astonishing amount of functional- 
ity out of a gamepad. You'll have to deal with canned 
missions, which is a shame, but you might not notice, 
since you'll have your hands full with energy manage- 
ment, targeting, wingman commands, weapon load- 
outs, and a lot of that other stuff you've missed since 
Lawrence Holland did his X-Wing and TIE Fighter games. 

But if you really can't bring yourself to lump a space 
sim into this category, there's still Ace Combat 5, the latest in a long 
Japanese series that shows off how good the PlayStation 2 can look 
when it's aping realistic flight sims. The gameplay is very arcade, 
with planes dropping ammo when you kill them, super-duper high- 
performance physics-defying jets, and radar displays that don't 
need a manual. But it looks splendid and it plays like the quick-ac- 
tion feature of your favorite dead flight sim. 

Finally, much to the chagrin of MechWarriors, there's nothing on 
the PC like Steel Battalion (Xbox), which requires a special control 
panel far too large to sit on your lap. This is a game so hardcore that 
it requires its own furniture to hold it up. And, although the fum- 
bled multiplayer support is enough to elicit some choice four-letter 
epithets for the creators at Capcom who strangled it in the crib, 
there's enough single-player "Wow!" factor to merit the hundred 
bucks you'll spend at eBay relieving someone of his copy. 


GAMÁCTICA 


[above] Battlestar Galactica 
[right] Ace Combat 5 


As long as wargaming isn't synonymous with hexes and 
CRTs, you can find some good options on console systems even 
without having to resort to one of those super-involved Japanese 
tactical RPGs with a funny name. The Advance Wars games for the 
Gameboy and Nintendo DS have a colorful, frothy presentation but 


Advance Wars: Dual Strike 
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are every bit as serious as Panzer 
General when it comes to game- 
play. Which is to say not serious 
enough to convince any grog- 
nards, but serious enough for 
everyone else. As long as you're 
not uptight about abstracting the 
genre away from things like how 
many divisions Rommel had at El 
Alamein, you can't go wrong with 
any of the Advance Wars. 

But for those who need a histor- 
ical hook, there's really just one 
word: Koei. These guys have been 
gracing the PlayStation with his- 
torical strategy games whose 
earnestness verges on that of 


wargaming long before there were PCs to neglect. The last Romance 
ofthe Three Kingdoms, numbered or lettered X, has some RPG trap- 
pings you'll work through before you get to the tactical battles and 
then the campaigns. But any wargamer who enjoys marching armies 
across nations will be in a Far Eastern version of hog heaven. 


If you're a fan of 
the old-school adventure 
games that are still barely limp- 
ing along on PCs when they're 
not called Myst, you might be 
surprised to hear that some of 
the harder-to-classify console 
games have a lot in common 
with the Sierra fare of yore. 
Take Killer 7 (GC, PS2), a game that you might think is a shooter. But 
the shooting bits are pretty much a formality; the real appeal is in 
the way it moves you through puzzles and challenges to tell one 
hell of a story. If you liked games that relied on writing, you should 
play, read, and see the weird wild world of Killer 7. 

Or take one of the better horror series, Fatal Frame (PS2, Xbox). 
These aren't the typical zombie shooting games that pass for horror 
these days. Instead, you're trying to score a very different type of 
headshot, using an ancient camera to banish malevolent spirits. The 
photography is mildly action-oriented, but otherwise the Fatal 
Frame games are an ex- 
cellent example of how 
consoles use the latest 
technology to create at- 
mosphere and narrative, 
all independent of con- 
ventions like combat, 
strategy, or character 
leveling and loot gather- 
ing. And if atmosphere 
and narrative aren't the 
stuff of adventure 
games, what is? 


Killer 7 


Fatal Frame 3 
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With its vast lands and massive creatures, 
Shadow of the Colossus is a different kind of epic ЧЕ 
BY TOM CHICK 


Ж Ж Ж Ж 1 


Genre n/a Developer/Publisher Sony ESRB Teen Plats 


86 Computer Games | December 2005 


pretty empty, with only the occa- 

sional turtle or bird and maybe a 
save point shrine inexplicably sitting 
in the middle of nowhere. It's got the 
washed-out look of old super-8 film, 
or a dream, or a two-lane highway 
somewhere in New Mexico. Half of 
Shadow of the Colossus is the simple 
act of traveling through it on horse- 
back, watching the scenery slide by, 
wondering what's going to be at the 
place you're going when you get 
there. This is actually what moves 
everything forward. So, what's next? 

There's no loot, no leveling, no stats, 
none of the latter-day carrots games 
shove at us to wheedle us into staying 
seated for five more minutes, and five 
more minutes, and five more minutes. 
Your tools are spare and constant: a 
horse, a sword, a bow with infinite ar- 
rows. There's something elemental, al- 
most iconic about the simplicity. 

As for the other half of Shadow of the 
Colossus, well, it depends on how you 
feel about bosses. Because, really, that's 
all it is. So if you think of boss battles as 
obstacles between you and the rest of 
the game, you might lose patience 
once you find out there is no "rest of 
the game" But these are boss battles at 
their best. They're puzzles, usually sim- 
ple, that require a bit of thought, some 
persistence, and maybe the occasional foray 
online to find someone else who figured it 
out. For the most part, Shadow of the Colossus 
is not here to confound you. 

And what puzzles they are. The colossi 
are a triumph of artwork, looking old and 
odd, almost Aztec and often goofy, bearded 
or scowling or tired or lazy, usually with 
pinched little faces and bodies patched to- 
gether from bits of stone and fur for you to 
cling to like a burr on a dog. They're myths 
from a language you don't know. Some of 
the colossi are thrilling, some are eerie, a 
couple are just plain annoying. But the 
sense of scale and bulk is superlative, a tri- 
umph of technology minus the gratuitous 
spectacle of a God of War. 

It’s too bad the looping "dum dee dee 
dum!" music is a clumsily missed opportu- 
nity, particularly the way it gracelessly cuts 
in and out, swapping from “Here's the part 
where you're trying to climb on the colos- 
sus” to “Here's the part where you're actually 
climbing on the colossus,’ and then back to 


Т: world is vast and pretty апа 


“At length did cross an albatross.” 


“Here's the part where you're trying to climb 
on the colossus" when you fall off. 

But like its predecessor, the sublime Ico, it 
just goes to show that not every game has 
to be an 80-hour sandbox of something for 
everyone. Sometimes beautiful, majestic, 
and mesmerizing will do just fine. -Tom Chick 


Blitz: The League 


Where scoring has multiple meanings 


Ж ж Ж 10 


Genre Bone Breaking Simulation 
Developer/Publisher Midway ESRB Mature 
Platform PS2, Xbox 


ball player is showcased in Blitz: The 

League, the no-longer-NFL-sanctioned 
cartoon football series. It's offensive. It's ob- 
noxious. It's trash talking. It's in your face. It's 
like Terrell Owens dancing in the middle of 


E verything awful about the modern foot- 


Cowboy stadium after scoring a touchdown, 
only this time he's decided to also urinate on 
the logo for good measure. It's over-the-top, 
8-on-8 football that wallows in its own taste- 
lessness. Is it good for sports? Probably not. 
Does that matter? Not so much. 

Gone is the 'toon squad of games past, 
replaced with realistic players. The gritty 
looks are at odds with the exaggerated 
gameplay, creating something of a discon- 
nect—it looks more real, so it's hard not to 
expect more realism. And real this ain't. It's 
not entirely unlike football, but the rules re- 
main distorted: 30 yards for a first down, 
and pretty much anything goes. There's 
greater complexity now compared to previ- 
ous games, as you need to manage a 
"Clash" meter. On offense, engaging it slows 
the game down, which allows for special 
moves and more control of your players. On 
defense, it allows you to deliver dirty hits or 
break bones. (Literally. The game pauses to 
show you the X-ray. Ouch.) It does an excel- 
lent job at rewarding skilled players as op- 
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posed to button-mashers. 

The lack of NFL license is a non-issue 
thanks to the amazingly fleshed out fake Blitz 
league Midway has concocted. But it goes a 
wee-bit too far. The overdone campaign in- 
cludes a plot (!), where you take over a for- 
merly great team, give it a new home, and try 


to work your way back to the Division | cham- 


pionship. It's an interesting idea, but not a 
particularly good one. Sports games are all 
about letting players create their own stories 
based around their favorite teams; instead, 
you get non-interactive cutscenes showing 
your quarterback's awkward flirting, and 
eventual scoring, with the head cheerleader. 

On the plus side, you have to manage 
your bankroll. You earn money by perform- 
ing certain moves, hurting your opponents, 
and betting on the outcomes of each game. 
You spend the cash upgrading your team, 
and there are tons of options ranging from 
better gear, to steroids, and speed. If you 
decide to go the illegal route, you risk fines 
and the health of your players. 

In single-player games, it still feels as if 
youre not totally in control of your team's 
destiny, like some giant hand is guiding the 
ball to your players when you're behind, or 
flicking it out of their hands when you're 
ahead. It's frustrating. But playing head-to- 
head games is definitely the highlight of. 
Blitz. The Al issues and plot details become 
irrelevant, which allows you to focus on the 
serious business of delivering well-timed, 
bone-crushing hits. It's the part of the game 
where over-the-top works. -Steve Bauman 
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Vengeance of the Gods Upon the Shirted 
The Creative Assembly Sega 
Mature GameCube, PS2, Xbox 


eet Spartan. The narrator tells you he's 

a Spartan with no name. Not because 

he's a mysterious stranger. No, he's a 
Spartan, a member of a tightly knit group. 
He just doesn't have a name. Or a shirt. 
Every other Spartan wears armor, all the way 
up to Leonidas himself. But that's fine, Ares 
himself is talking to Spartan inside his head 
and gifting him with martial prowess. 
Combined with the recent God of War, a pat- 
tern seems to be developing: the gifts Ares 
bestows come at the cost of a clad torso. 

Anyway, perhaps bewildered by their 
longtime friend being the only guy that 
won't get dressed when it's time to fight 
Romans, they decide to not give him a 
name and just call him Spartan, which not 
only is technically a name, but isn't all that 
more badass than just giving him an actual 
name, like Dumbipides. 
Backstory clumsily established, 

Dumbipides wades into a series of lacklus- 


Talos eventually gets knocked over by three hits 
from a catapult. To be fair, the living statue R&D 
budget was only MDCCXV sestertii. 


ter missions with awkwardly executed 
scripted events. But you soon discover that 
Ares has gone budget on the martial 
prowess thing, and that the slicing through 
the impressively thick crowds of Romans 
thing isn't going to work very well. Yes, he 
can cut down eight guys with one sweep- 
ing attack, but the two he ends up next to 
whittle away a significant portion of his 
health bar; because despite being the only 
half-naked guy, you sometimes lose him in 
the crowd when the camera jerks, and there 
is no UI widget that points him out 
amongst the throng. When you've got to 
face a hundred or more Romans before you 
can move to another area and maybe find a 
health shrine, that's not good. 

Then Dumbipides passes the fifth check- 
point in a long mission low on health, and 
there's no health-restoring shrine in sight, 
and he immediately faces a group of 
Romans, dying multiple times, sometimes 
before he can even get a swing in. At this 
point your options are to go back and redo 
the last half hour, perhaps taking off your 
shirt for luck, or quitting. Keep your shirt on. 
—Matthew Gallant 


Pikmin wars 
Nintendo 


Kuju Entertainment 


Teen GameCube 


attalion Wars is a combination of third- 

person shooter and real-time strategy 

in the violent but cute style of 
Nintendo's Advance Wars series. Like Pikmin, 
the gameplay revolves around you as one 
guy, but you're not just the commander. 
You're a man of many helmets, becoming 
different troops and enjoying the action 


that comes with direct control. 

A lot of the excitement in the turn-based 
Advance Wars is a matter of positioning your 
units just right to wipe out the other guys, 
with only minimal losses to your own. 
Battalion Wars brings this dynamic to real- 
time by letting you see the enemy's location 
from the pause screen. Once you've scouted 
out the area, you ride in with your battalion in 
tow, assign them targets, and then jump into 
the fray to offset the biggest mismatches. 

The focus here is on the battle tactics as- 
pect of real-time strategy. You're not collect- 
ing resources (there aren't any) or building 
units (you can't), so you're just trying to cre- 
ate the best possible matchups for your 
troops as quickly as possible. It's all about 
getting right in there and personally mixing 
it up. The Al soldiers are competent, but are 
perfectly willing to sit around and do noth- 
ing if you don't explicitly tell them otherwise. 
Who knew there were labor unions in war? 

Since Nintendo has gotten so much strat- 
egy in your action game, you use every but- 
ton on the Gamecube controller. It's not in- 
tuitive, but you deal. The art direction is 
lively, with its own sense of character, lend- 
ing a cartoon-y style to modern warfare, 
similar to the way World of WarCraft lends it 
to fantasy. It's not childish, it's just... fun. It's 
also helpful, since each of the infantry types 
are quickly recognizable. 

There are no checkpoints or in-mission 
saves, so brace yourself for some old-fash- 
ioned console game frustration. The loss of 
an important vehicle late in a mission can 
happen in just seconds if you aren't careful. 
And that can send you right back to the be- 
ginning of the mission, where you get to do 
it all over again. 


his land.” 


"This is a good land, and we shall call it.. 


The 20 missions can be finished in under 
10 hours, but you can get some replay value 
by revisiting the campaign to unlock bonus 
missions. But without multiplayer support or 
a skirmish mode against the Al, this isn't likely 
to be a disk you'll have in your Gamecube for 
more than a few days. -Mike Cathcart 


nip/tuck Atlus 


Teen 05 


n Trauma Center, you take оп the role of 

Derek Stiles, M.D., a somnambulistic ER 

greenhorn who changes from the butt of 
the nursing staff's jokes to a literally super- 
powered surgeon possessed of time manip- 
ulation facilities and a magical healing 
touch. For some folks, the transition from 
realistic (albeit simplified) surgical proce- 
dures to crazy Doctor Dragonball may be a 
bit of a turn off, but they can't say they did- 
n't see it coming. One look at Derek's fey 
gesture when he announces the start of 
surgery should be enough to tell you where 
this game's sensibilities lie. 

The game itself is a linear sequence of 
timed motor control puzzles which start 
with assistance from your know-it-all nurse 
but later become real tests of your ability to 
recall proper procedures on the fly. Besides 
being deft with a scalpel, you need to re- 
member when to sani- 
tize wounds, when to 
drain fluid, and how to 
properly suture. Each 
procedure has a spe- 
cific usage and control 
execution, but you 
don't always have time 
to dwell on them. Not 
only is there a time 
limit for each opera- 
tion, but you have to 
maintain vital signs by 
draining blood or 
pumping the patient 
full of anti-inflamma- 
tory agents. It can get 
pretty stressful, but if 


ation! 


TIME LIMIT 03 00 700 


Linda 


Derek Stiles likes to loosen up the start of a nasty 
surgery with his best Arianna Huffington impression. 


you start to veer into malpractice country or 
if you want to try for better ranks, you can 
always revisit each patient from the archives. 

Trauma Center is an experience you can't 
really get anywhere else. It’s a wonderfully 
tense and amazingly coherent take on what 
could have just been another collection of 
under-designed one-off mini-games. 
Instead, it has a real depth, with later mis- 
sions that challenge your knowledge of 
each surgical procedure's mechanics in 
often devious ways. 

Besides, the plot is ten ways to crazy: 
Where else will you find such an eclectic 
mix of ER gore and anime soap opera 
inanity wrapped in such a perfectly earnest 
package? -Doug Erickson 


Making Friends JRPG 
Square-Enix 


Tri-Ace 
Teen PS2 


on't be fooled by the title of the game. 

This is not the gritty urban action-ad- 

venture we've all been waiting for 
about a rapper's struggle to heat his apart- 
ment during a merciless pipe-freezing win- 
ter, nor is it a gritty suburban action-adven- 
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JRPG Success Guide, Rule #1: Dress flouncy and carry 
a big sword. 


ture about a zoologist's struggle with the 
taxonomy of starfish and other echino- 
derms. No, this is just another case of Japan 
picking a word that looks cool out of an 
unabridged English dictionary and putting 
it in the title of an RPG. 

For that, it's not too bad and has very good 
production values. It has its fair share of an- 
noyances, chief among them the initial hump 
in difficulty of the games real-time combat 
system, combined with too-diffuse save 
points and the unskippable cut scenes that 
the other two peeves may have you sitting 
through a second or third time. But not long 
after that, combat gets easier. To the game's 
credit, it does so without turning tedious. 
Customize your attack combos with different 
weapons and put your friends into forma- 
tions so you can learn their skills as well. 

Yes, friends. Not party members, not 
teammates, not compatriots, but friends. 
You make friends in the game and add 
them to your "friend list" by doing things 
like finding a lost contact lens in a sewer, or 
sneaking into a church confessional and 
overhearing their admission of embezzle- 
ment from the church. Or sometimes by the 
Pahlaniuk method: kicking them until they 
fight you. 

Figuring out how to get friends is the 
main draw of the game. The story and set- 
ting have some charm, and there's plenty of 
content along the way. But, kicking activi- 
ties aside, the combat is merely adequate. 
Ultimately, the two endings are both se- 
verely lacking. Maybe you get better end- 
ings on a new “game+” playthrough, but all 
you get from immediately starting over 
with your buffed-up character is a sense of 
how sharply the tiny ending contrasts with 
the long, unskippable opening. So much for 
your desire to play all the way through 
again. -Matthew Gallant 
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Dueling Burnouts give ample proof of how less is often more BY STEVE BAUMAN 


one of the entries in the Burnout series are particularly good race games, despite 

their accolades. With no licensed cars, spotty controls, rubber-banding Al (you're 

never too-far ahead or behind), and mediocre tracks, they're relatively useless if you 
actually like to drive. 

So it's a good thing they have that whole "car crashing" bit down so well. Staging 
the most expensive and elaborate pile-up is some serious entertainment, tapping into 
one of the fundamental truths about gaming: Breaking stuff is fun. And if something 
explodes at some point, it's even more fun. While the brilliant Burnout 2 gave the car- 
nage some structure, Burnout 3 was one-step forward, two-steps back. It has its 
charms, but the typical Electronic Arts overproduction took it into a flashier, and less 
appealing, direction. 

Burnout Revenge (PS2/Xbox/E10/ ) falls victim to many of the same issues that 
plagued Burnout 3. It's overcooked and too slick, though redeemed by the sheer quantity 
of stuff you can do (literally hundreds of races and crashes). It still has plenty of spectacu- 
larly over-the-top collisions, but it seems ashamed of just being a game about crashing. 


The bleached-out look is present in both games. 


БР аа 


Theres still too much emphasis on racing, and those modes are so 
chaotic and full of distractions—the cutaways, slow motion, fade- 
out effects, and other bits of visual diarrhea—it's hard to fixate on 
the business of driving your vehicle. Instead, you will your car 
through the tracks. 

Burnout Legends (PSP/E10/ ), on the other hand, is 
simpler and far superior. It's less noisy, flashy, and chaotic, but still 
full of crashtastic goodness. Its crash modes are better, and so are 
its races. (Though for some inexplicable reason, neither games 
give you a proper replay, one where you can control the view; 
shouldn't that be an obvious feature for a game all about how 
cool stuff looks?) 

It also doesn't have the volume constantly stuck on 12. Revenge 
screams at you about how massively extreme and awesome it is. 
And it thinks you are too—yourre literally trying to finish each race 
with an "Awesome" rating. In some modes, you just steamroll 
through traffic, launching cars in the air; it's appealing, but it elimi- 
nates much of the challenge and drama you'd normally get from 
avoiding other drivers. While the track design is considerably more 
interesting, with a lot of alternate routes, it's hard to actually see 
the road thanks to all of the crap flying everywhere. Making a 
"meh" situation worse, you can only get to the various races and 
crash modes through the clunky 
“World Tour" front end. If you just 
want to find a quick race, you're out 
of luck because it lacks a simple way 
to list the available events. (A feature 
included in Legends.) 

The Crash Mode in Legends is more 
like the one in Burnout 3, with liberal 
power-ups and the occasional ex- 
ploding vehicle you can control in 
mid-air using "Aftertouch" (does every 

> feature need a clever marketing 

name?). The physics on the PSP are a 
Ў; f bit wonky, but they lead to comical 
sights like busses flying across the 
screen and tires hovering in mid-air. It 
may not have all of the visual effects 
of the console versions, but it still 
looks and sounds fantastic. 

The power-ups are gone in 
Revenge, but the amped-up crashes 
are a combination of awe-inspiring 
carnage and cringe-inducing vio- 
lence. While its golf game-style tri- 
click launch is gimmicky and silly, you 
experience a whole lot of twisted 
metal once you reach the designated 
crash zone. There are even more ex- 
plosions now, which is generally a 
good thing, but the addition of a 
cheering crowd moves it into the 
realm of creepy. "Whoo hoo, everyone 
on that exploding bus is dead!” Ick. 

Both versions have elaborate multi- 


ў 1 EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Burnout Legends is one of the best-looking PSP games on the market. 


player. With Legends, you can "share" a multiplayer demo with any 
fellow PSP owner, which is a terrific feature. It does, however, take 
a long time to start a game, as it's transmitting the demo via wi-fi 
to the other PSP. There's no Internet play, but up to six people can 
have races, party crashes, and a two-player single-crash mode. The 
Xbox version of Revenge lets up to six people compete in most of 
the single-player modes, with slight variations. 

The spectacle of Burnout Revenge overwhelms the game. We get 
it, we're cool, you're cool, everyone's cool. While it has an undeniable 
appeal, it needs to calm down. It also needs more ways to quickly 
get to the racing and crashing, something the superb Burnout 
Legends understands. It has all of the spectacle, but it doesn't over- 
whelm. Whether it's due to a more focused design or to technical 
limitations of the PSP (probably the latter), the less caffeinated 
Legends comes across like the ultimate version of Burnout 2, with 
some of the better bits from Burnout 3 and Revenge. It's fabulous. 


cgonline.com 91 


Kitchen Sink 
Microsoft 


Phantagram 


Mature Xbox 


ometime, somewhere, someone de- 

cided to put bacon and bananas on a 

peanut butter-and-jelly sandwich. That 
idea sounds almost as terrible as the one 
behind the Kingdom under Fire series, which 
mixes a hack-and-slash action game with 
real-time strategy. But there's a reason Elvis 
clogged his arteries on those sandwiches, 
just as there's a reason action and RTS fans 
should check out Kingdom Under Fire: 
Heroes: It's good. 

This is the game the Dynasty Warriors se- 
ries should have evolved into, and the game 
that Kingdom under Fire: Crusaders should 
have been. The heart of the game is a col- 
lection of campaigns where you acquire, 
level up, and customize various units in a 
number of linked missions that require 
strategy and puzzle-solving. Troops range 
from simple infantry and archers, to mortars 
and siege engines, to devastating elemen- 
tals and dragons. Maintaining a mixed force 
is the key to victory. On the field, you order 
your units around using a handful of simple 
commands (the emphasis sometimes being 
on “handful” sometimes on "simple"). When 
your main unit clashes with an enemy, the 
camera and gameplay zoom-in and you 
personally lay the smack down. The combi- 
nation works surprisingly well and makes 
battles feel truly epic. 

Crusaders was a great single-player expe- 
rience, but its multiplayer was laughably 
weak. Heroes fixes this by offering several 
modes that support up to six players, in- 
cluding a cooperative option where you 
and a few buddies work together to protect 
a castle. The single-player mode also has 
more legs thanks to a mission generator 
that lets you experiment all you want. The 
graphics haven't improved much, the music 
is still the same anachronistic dose of heavy 
metal, and the camera is still touchy. But the 
flip side of the sameness is that they didn't 
mess with a winning recipe. They just made 
the experience bigger, better, and easier to 
share with your friends. -Tracy Baker 
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Tactical Halo 
Mature 


Ubisoft 
PS2, Xbox 


hen Rainbow Six first appeared in 
1998, no one expected it would be- 
come something that console gamers 
would call their own as precise first-person 


tactical action was unthinkable on consoles. 


Strategic planning, methodical movement, 
and restrained fire control just didn’t seem 
to fit a gamepad. 

Oh, how times have changed. Rainbow 
Six: Lockdown still asks you to be 
a smarter player, but an on- 
looker might very well think 
you're playing Halo. The mis- 
sions are challenging and fea- 
ture a lot of thinking on the fly, 
but an itchy trigger finger saves 
the day more often than good 
planning. Al teammates are 
quirky and sometimes even 
cover your ass, but they break 
even by occasionally getting 
stuck in doorways. Movement is 
snappy and carefree to make it 
all more accessible. 


Who needs Panzers when 
got these guys? 


It's got a new online angle that, when it's 
not crashing or locking up, is exciting, fulfill- 
ing, and unique. It uses a role-playing sys- 
tem that complements the action. You earn 
new equipment, ranks, and skills as you 
play. Unfortunately, with his definitive 
equipment advantage, a top-ranked player 
will completely own a lower-ranked player. 
So, it seems like everyone's in a clan, just 
waiting for you to walk into his cone of fire. 
Your best bet is to get lucky or just rely on 
grenades, the latter of which involves no 
small degree of getting lucky. 

The whole thing is professionally pre- 
sented and has its share of highs. But over- 
all, it falls somewhere in the middle, which 
means it's ultimately just another tactical 
shooter to throw on the growing pile of 
games that make you truly appreciate your 
mouse and keyboard. -David J. Long 


When bank withdrawals go bad. 
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L.A. Rush 


L.A. Rush Midway/Teen/PS2, Xbox 3 

With L.A. Rush, Midway's light, cheery ar- 
cade racing series grows up and suc- 
cumbs to peer pressure. You can see it 
trying to be like Grand Theft Auto (but 
without the wide-ranging freedom), 
Midnight Club (but without the tight con- 
trols and wildly busy cities), and Burnout 
(but without the wrecks having any 
meaningful consequences, much less 
gameplay value). To top it all off, L.A. Rush 
tries to get all street on your ass. It’s as 

surly and ridiculous as a teenage gangsta in 
his mom's car. Is it fast and pretty? Sure, but 
these days, what racing game isn't? It's too 
bad Midway is so caught up in the me-too 
game when it's just children like the Rush se- 
ries who get hurt. -Тот Chick 


Mortal Kombat: Shaolin Monks 
PS2/Xbox, Midway, Mature Ж > ok 72 

Let's get one thing straight, brawler devel- 
opers: your game is only as good as its yard 
trash. Fat guys in suspenders running full 
speed and mouth-breathing bodybuilders 
that dress like a member of Krokus have 
panache; shirtless zombies in plain brown 
Capri pants, not so much. This love note to 
Mortal Kombat die-hards gets brawling right 
in many ways, but fails hard on that ac- 
count. The generous slathering of nostalgia 
for the locations and characters of the old 
arcade games is a treat, though, as is the 
fighting— a proper balance of variety and 
complexity of moves. You may be up 
against Shao Khan's old navy of the 
damned, but at least there's solid (and co- 
op!) gameplay. -Matthew Gallant 


Sly 3 sony/Et0-/PS2 xx x XY: 

Imagine Splinter Cell, minus the strained Clancy 
techno-cool faux realism, minus the rigid 
scripting through dark corridors, minus the 
lack of replay value, and minus the sad denial 
that it's not really a puzzle game because there 
are action bits. You're halfway there. Now swap 
in a cel-shaded world with a raccoon, a turtle 
in a wheelchair, and a pink hippo. Finally, imag- 
ine the sort of enthusiastic charm, vibrant cre- 
ativity, and open exploration you get with the 
best platform games. Voila! You've got Sly 3. Or 
at least you will when you get over any hang- 
ups you may have about kiddie graphics being 
mutually exclusive with deep and wide game- 
play. This is a crowning achievement in a won- 
derful witty series, further highlighting that 
you really need a PlayStation 2 to see where 
some of the best developers are working these 
days. -TC 


Castlevania: Dawn of Sorrow 
Konami/Teen/DS Ж Xx Ж 

It's almost worth it just for the map. Playing 
Castlevania on the DS means always having a 
great big sign with a helpful"You are here!" 


dot. Every game with exploration needs one 
of these. Otherwise, it's another wonderful 
Castlevania adventure with the slight annoy- 
ance of having to administer the coup de 
grace for every boss by tracing a pattern on 
the touchscreen. Since your hands are too 
busy with the button-intensive gameplay, 
you invariably think, “I can't be bothered to 
pull out the stylus, so screw it, I'm just using 
my finger" At which point you'll drag your 
greasy fingerprints across the display and 
then get back to the business at hand. 
Namely, one of the best-looking and wide- 
open Castlevanias since the series began. -TC _ 


Jak X Sony/Teen/PS2 Ж Ж Ж 

This spirited mix of kart racing and Twisted 
Metal-style car combat makes for a glib, 
bouncy evening or two. As you go up the ! 
ranks, it repeats itself by forcing you to up- 
grade new cars for the same old races, for 
some déjà vu replay value. You move quickly 
through a bunch of different modes, which 
really come into their own when you do them 
multiplayer. But the problem is the visuals. 
The graphics look just fine, but you're seeing 
from down so low that it's hard to make out 
little things like, say, turns in the road ahead, 
or the other cars you're supposed to be 
shooting at. The result is a fast, flashy exercise 
in steering, shooting, and squinting. -ТС 


Virtua Tennis: World Tour 
Sega/Everyone/PSP Ж x X vs 

Perhaps the coolest thing about the PSP is that 
you can pop in a game like Virtua Tennis, and, 
holy cow! It really is Virtua Tennis, without com- 
promise and every bit as good as it was in your 
living room.(Technically, this is Tennis 2K2, Sega's 
follow-up to Virtua Tennis.) There's the meaty 
world tour RPG! There's the multiplayer gaming 
(two PSPs required)! Most importantly, there's 
the fluid and easy tennis interface, which is re- 
ally just Pong with a few twists, some amazingly 
gratifying animation, and all that familiar grunt- 
ing, thocking, and squeaking! It's true that this is 
just a port (the new minigame challenges are 
barely worth a shrug), but when you've got a 
game this good, “just a port” is all you need. -TC 


REPLAY. 
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Goliath, Meet David. 


Introducing the tglo Command Browser, a new sort of interface for a new 
sort of Internet. Free yourself to communicate the way you want to - cell 
phone, online, IM, email, fax, voicemail, you name it - through one simple, 
central resource. It's browsing like you never browsed before, including: 


* Mozilla" Speed and Security 


* Tabbed Speed Browsing 
* Global Phone Service for Mobile, Home and Internet 


Miraculous - and beyond. 


Download for FREE at www.tglo.com tg [© 


Mozilla is a trademark of the Mozilla Foundation. 


RT ИЖАТ] BY HENRY JENKINS AND KURT SQUIRE 


Rockstar has every right to make a game like Bully. But that doesn't make it a good idea 


F ust as the Hot Coffee controversy has started to cool, the 

| cycle begins again. Rockstar Games develops a new title 
a with content designed to produce "moral panic" from 
the usual critics of the games industry—in this case, the 
game Bully. One of the culture warriors—in this case, attor- 
ney Jack Thompson—tises to the bait, issuing sharp public 
criticism of the game even before it has been released. 
Game fans and critics, who have not played the game either, 
respond by piling ridicule on said critic. Industry leaders, 
many of whom are steaming over Rockstar's recklessness, 
maintain a circle of silence, forcing academics to rise to its 
defense in the belief that the moral crusader's claims are 
overstated. And American youth, eager for something that's 
really politically incorrect, race to the stores to buy it. Last 
month, we described how this tactic is increasing the likeli- 
hood that games will face local, state, and even national 
content regulation. 

Well, maybe this time we should be a little slower to de- 
fend Rockstar's choices. We cannot make any final judg- 
ments, as neither of us has played the game, but let's as- 
sume we are discussing a hypothetical Rockstar-style game 
about school bullies, which may differ from what Rockstar 
eventually releases. 

Bully's protagonist is a 15-year-old delinquent who arrives at 
a new school, having been kicked out of several previous 
ones. He takes aim at the 
school's existing social 
order, tormenting teachers 
and students alike. 
Screenshots show him 
flushing some guy's face in 
the toilet and hitting class- 
mates with a cricket bat. In 
short, players are bullies 15 1 
who rampage through a re- 
alistically rendered school environment. 

In an open letter to Rockstar, Jack 
Thompson wrote, "Columbine 
changed the face of America, 
but you are about to come 
out with a game that 
celebrates, glamorizes, 
and trains kids to do 
what Klebold and 
Harris did. Are you 
nuts?" We have little re- 


culture 


spect for Thompson, who certainly has first hand knowledge 
of bullying, but even paranoids sometimes have enemies. 

The connection to Columbine is important. Thompson 
implies that Bully will produce the next generation of school 
shooters. We all know the rebuttal: Youth violence has 
steadily declined over the past few decades; even media ef- 
fects researchers do not claim that playing games in and of 
themselves will turn normal kids into psycho killers, etc. But, 
Rockstar and others want to argue that games have no im- 
pact on the people who play them. 

That's just as simplistic as Thompson's argument. Just be- 
cause games don't turn kids into killers doesn't mean that 
popular culture is irrelevant. Media may not brainwash us, 
but it does make some ideas more acceptable than others. 
We may not want to regulate media content, but we should 
discuss what values get expressed through games. 

Media is most powerful when it reinforces our existing beliefs 
and practices, and least powerful when it seeks to change them. 
And that's why Bully worries us. Bullying is a very real, large 
problem in schools. Harris and Klebold were more likely to have 
been influenced by real world bullying than game violence. As 
one of Harris and Klebold's classmates explained, "every time 
someone burst a bottle over their head or shoved them against 
a locker, they went home and plotted a little more” 

Listen to one of the high school 
football players that Time in- 
terviewed: “Columbine is a 

clean, good place except 
for those rejects. Most kids 

didn't want them there... 


Sure, we teased them. But what do you expect with kids 
who come to school with weirdo hairdos? It's not just jocks; 
the whole school's disgusted with them. They're a bunch of 
homos” 

We can imagine these kids, who were subjected to gay 
bashing at school, playing out their revenge fantasies in 
Quake and DOOM. Games may have helped them work 
through these frustrations, but in the end, the rage over- 
whelmed everything else. 

These comments should give us pause before rallying be- 
hind a game that could make gay bashing look fun. Again, 
the game would not create the anti-social impulses that re- 
sult in bullying behavior, but it could be making bullying 
more acceptable. Playing the game wouldn't directly result 


in Columbine, but it could make school a bigger hell for an 
awful lot of kids like Harris and Klebold or for that matter, 
kids like Jenkins and Squire. 

Does Rockstar have the right to make such a game? Sure, 
and we will defend their right should it come to that. But, 
that doesn't make it a good idea. 

Maybe Rockstar is doing something with this premise 
we're not expecting. Maybe they want to teach school bul- 
lies a lesson they will never forget. 

Maybe. 


Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire are co-directors of The Education 
Arcade, which is based at MIT and the University of Wisconsin- 
Madison. More information on the program can be found at 
educationarcade.org 
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In which the relative merits of ш to а: in-game ad-server technology, 


and thinking inside the box are morosely reconsidered 


ога day goes by that |, and 
№ many others of my genera- 
| Î tion who will be dead soon, 
fail to scratch our heads and won- 
der what on earth possessed 
Quaker to stop making Vanilly 
Crunch back in the late '70s. This 
inept and heartless marketing de- 
cision is now widely regarded as 
the greatest tragedy to befall the 
cereal world since Nabisco canned 
Brown Sugar Frosted Mini-Wheats 
earlier that same week, though it was 
revived to great acclaim in 2003. 
Vanilly Crunch not only tasted like 
hailstones of pure narcotic vanilla sugar, 
but its spokes-character was Moby 
Dick. You see, back in the '70s, ce- 
real boxes were the best 
known method of teaching 
children respect for English 
literature, just as television 
had turned kids on to his- 
tory back in the '60s, when 
the Flintstones pitched 


“It’s like a guy wearing a T-shirt with a si 
own face on it, charging you 


pointing out what a huge favor 


Winston cigarettes. 

It’s not that there hasn't been anything good-tasting 
since 1977—I've already come to terms with that. It's the in- 
furiating fact that such a seminal part of a winning franchise 
would be inexplicably discontinued no matter how much I 
loved it. At the time, it felt like a personal attack. But with 
time, and after a few dozen letters to soon neurotic Quaker 
functionaries, | saw the light and realized that everything 
that happens is a personal attack and therefore shouldn't be 
taken personally. 

Flash forward to spring of 1999. George Lucas's infinitely 
anticipated/hyped/disappointing Phantom Menace intro- 
duces a crestfallen world to the character of Jar Jar Binks, 
whose sick-making appearance and antics of tiresome retar- 
dation dwarf all other impressions anyone has of the two 
hour movie they waited decades for. Lucas's defense? "My 
kids like him, STFU” So, if he had better genes, we wouldn't 
be in this pickle. Well said, George. 

Meanwhile, the runaway gaming hit of the season 
RollerCoaster Tycoon tapped into a universal childhood 
dream no one had been aware they had. Far and away, its 
greatest feature had nothing to do with its premise, graph- 
ics, or economy; it was that you could name your rides and 
food stalls anything you wanted, and the names would 
scroll ceaselessly past in red lights on marquees above the 


entrances. Being an incompetent engineer 
but stellar ride-namer, | thrived on con- 
structing improbably deadly coasters and 
lovingly christening each one with a unique 
sobriquet, subtle and appropriate to its ap- 
pearance, location, and nightmarish instabil- 
ity: names like "Come Die On Me;""Uphill 
and Far Away,’“I'm Red From Your Blood,’ 
and “Fries 'n' Fingers.” 

That feature's long gone. Roller Coaster 
Tycoon 3 lets you ride your coaster— 
which, don’t get me wrong, is amazing 
and cool—but even though you can still 
name stuff, the words don't scroll. Instead, 
everything has a much more ostentatious 
"theme" look to it, which means everyone's 
parks look the same. 

RollerCoaster Tycoon 3's new expansion 
Wild! features animals you can watch eat 
each other, which is a clever and dark idea 
that's hardly classifiable as selling out. But 
it also boasts ad-server technology that 
enables you to download corporate logos 
of companies like McDonald's and Coca- 
Cola and plaster them on billboards 
throughout your virtual theme parks. You 
can't make your own, but you can place 
those of sponsors who are presumably 
paying Atari for the privilege of being 
downloaded by you, and put in a game by 
you, to be seen by you. 

This ad-server business isn't exactly 
something companies are ashamed of. In 
fact, it's considered a thrilling, ingenious 
marketing breakthrough, even if there's 
nothing in it for the player. The intent, they 
Say, is to give games a “real-world feel,’ 
though having obnoxious colored patterns 
imprinted constantly on our retinas from 
birth onward was their infliction on the real 
world to begin with. The real "real world" all 
these billboards are obscuring consists 
mostly of farmland and lava. 

What's the concept behind unskippable 
corporate logos whenever you boot up a 
game anyway? When | have to hear some 
exec's kid telling me to “challenge every- 
thing” multiple times in a day, it starts 
sounding more and more like an arrogant 
dare. It's like a guy wearing a T-shirt with a 
silkscreen of his own face on it, charging 
you to look at it, and then pointing out what 
a huge favor he just did for you. 

It's the same principle behind "rewarding" 
players with downloadable ads. Thanks guys, 
I'm already aware being a "real-world" tycoon 
means signing papers on Taco Bell sta- 
tionery. That's why I bought your toy at Best 


Buy instead of going to business school. 

| realize it's silly to care. Ads aren't just 
here to stay, they're everything you see. 
They're an omnipresent static we've all as- 
siduously trained our minds to tune out as 
much as possible. And who am | to bitch? 
This magazine is crammed with ads, and 
this column is an ad for those ads. That's life. 

It's not the selling that's reprehensible. It's 
this increasingly fashionable practice of try- 
ing to sell me on the art of selling. There's 
nothing inherently heroic or ennobling 
about selling something, unless you're de- 
liberately losing money on the deal. Selling's 
a job, like farming or prostitution, though 
admittedly it's the least beneficial to society 
of the three. 

Statistically, the number of ads l've in- 
gested over the course of my lifetime that 
informed me of a product I'd never heard of 
before, tried thereafter, and loved enough 
to recommend is an extremely small per- 
centile compared to the number l've had to 
suffer through uncompensated that wound 
up being a waste of my time. This torrent of 
moments could have been spent doing ab- 
solutely nothing. It's gone forever, diamonds 
down the well.... 

Just let me name my Port-a-potties what 1 
want and no one gets hurt. 


Next month: Is teaching freshwater fish to play 
games possible with current generation track- 
balls? Vote now before the results are in! Too late. 
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Shoot 


At play in the fields of the Army 


ddp" hat's my wife. These are my kids. C'mon, honey, you 
T9 to take a shot?" He's manning an M-16 with a 
bulky thermal sight bolted to the top. I’m trying to 
imagine him in Iraq. 

^| like that little one" She flips her wrist and indicates the 
M4 with her index finger. 

"Mom; her son implores. The Barrett cracks again, split- 
ting the air like an axe. She jumps and we all laugh, because 
we're not used to it either. We're breathing in that unmistak- 
able smell of guns and dirt in Southern humidity. 

One of the developers staggers over with a goofy grin 
and red red bloodshot eyes, sweating and looking 
stoned. “Man, if there's one thing | learned it's that con- 
tact lenses and gunpowder don't mix.’ He blinks 
hard and then bugs his red eyes out, looking like 
something from an В. Crumb illustration. "Come 
on; he says, "Let's get in line for the SAW again" We 
get in line to feel it buck and rumble in our arms 
one more time. 


"There are few things more e 


than having some paid no 


tell you a game is authenti 


Ubisoft has gathered us at Fort Benning to let 
us shoot guns and have a few soldiers in fatigues 
vouch for the authenticity of the upcoming con- 
sole version of America's Army. But there are few 
things more embarrassing than having some 
paid non-gamer try to tell you a game is au- 
thentic. It's like your Mom trying to talk about 
Star Wars. She just doesn't get it. 

“I'm not into the strong finger thing yet,’ says Sergeant 
First Class Smith, a mustachioed forty-something called up 
from the Reserves to, as he puts it, support the war on ter- 
ror. Sergeant Darling, his quiet sidekick with a long hard 
face, discreetly leans back and spits. We've been told that 
Darling plays the PC version of America's Army. l'Il believe it 
when | see it. 

Earlier in the day, we were at a parachuting demo intro- 
duced by a colonel, who closed by saying, "If you want to 
send your sons or daughters through the program, we'd 
love to have them" Не all but winks. | know he's just doing 


his job. But | can't help but feel violated by this comment. 
The thought of my son or daughter at war makes me angry 
at America's Army, which will convey as much authenticity 
about being in the Army as a recruitment commercial. To be 
fair, that's exactly what it is, funded by the government to 
boost flagging recruitment rates. Although this recruiting 
commercial will make Ubisoft a pretty penny. 

Then the parachuting demo begins with loudspeakers 
blaring “Fanfare for the Common Man.’ You know, that 

theme from the Olympics. Then the Propellerheads song 

from The Matrix kicks in, and some guys float down 
from a Blackhawk hovering 12,000 feet overhead. 

They've got smoke canisters strapped to their ankles, 

reeking long green and pink coils behind them. 

Strapped to one of the parachutist's belly is one of us 

who won a tandem jump at another press event eight 

months ago when Ubisoft announced the game. He 
lands and a college kid from Youth Radio sidles up to 
him with a microphone to ask him about the jump. 

“How did it compare to the game?" the kid asks. 

The journalist is Crispin Boyer, a freckled red-headed 
editor from EGM. He's a quiet guy, serious but affable. 
Pretty much the opposite of any other game journalist. 
He considers the question and blinks. “I don't think it 
does,’ he says. 

The point is driven home later in the day at a live fire 
demo. A pair of Bradleys race out in front of us, coughing 
gouts of smoke as their 25mm guns pop shells at a 

rusted-out tank on a hillside a mile away, pegging it 

with every shot despite the fact that they're wildly 

scudding across the dirt like drunken rednecks in 

pickups. Eight men leap out of the back of a Stryker and 
splay out in the grass, firing a variety of guns at silhouette 
targets on a closer ridge. A mortar pops up from the chassis 
of a Bradley and starts firing, rattling the stands with deep. 
god-like thuds. On the horizon, grey mushrooms of smoke 
blossom, hazy with distance. We were told to wear earplugs, 
but | pulled them out. | wanted to hear as naked as | could. 

It makes me feel cheap trying to write about the terrible 
majesty of it all, but this is what we're all trying to play at, 
you and me and Ubisoft. It makes me realize what tinny 
shams these games are. We're boys with toys that merely 
mimic the real world not because we want to be a part of it, 
but because we fail to appreciate it. E 
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